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3
Eastern Kulin songs

3.1 Introduction and overview
A significant number of songs have been recorded from the tribes that spoke 
the Eastern Kulin languages – Woiwurrung, Boonwurrung and Taungurong 
(also Thagungwurrung) (see Blake 1991; Morey 1999; Tanner forthcoming 
for descriptions of aspects of this language, also sometimes termed Central 
Victorian). The full listing of songs, with the singer/composer and sources, 
is given in Table 3.1:

Table 3.1: Songs from Eastern Kulin groups

Name of song 
(section)

Songster (if known) Person from 
whom the song 
was recorded

Language 
group

Original 
source

Kurburu’s song 
(3.2.2)

Kurburu was taught 
this song by the 
murup (spirit) of a 
koala he killed

Barak Boonwurrung Howitt 
(1904, 
MSS)

Wenberi’s song 
(3.2.3)

Wenberi’s 
elder brother 
Ningolubbel’s murup 
(spirit) sang it to 
Wenberi in his sleep

Barak Woiwurrung Howitt 
(1904, 
MSS)

Bundjil’s song 
(3.2.4)

Berak heard it from 
his grandfather, 
who got it from his 
ancestors, who got 
it from Bunjil

Barak Woiwurrung Howitt 
(MSS)

Corroboree 
song (3.2.5)

unknown Barak Woiwurrung Howitt 
(1904, 
MSS)
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Name of song 
(section)

Songster (if known) Person from 
whom the song 
was recorded

Language 
group

Original 
source

Words relating 
to growing up 
(3.2.6)

originally spoken by 
old Bobbery

probably Barak Woiwurrung Howitt 
(MSS)

Creation 
Corroborree 
song (3.3)

unknown unknown unknown Smyth 
(1878)

Gaiggip (3.4.1) the ‘Druids’ of the 
Victorian alps

possibly Kul-
ler-kul-lup, a 
Taungurong 
man

possibly one 
of the alpine 
varieties, not 
Kulin

Thomas 
(MLMSS 
214)

Murrunawa 
Corroboree 
song (3.4.2)

unknown – presumed 
Woiwurrung

Thomas 
(MLMSS 
214) 

Corroboree 
song (3.4.3)

unknown – presumed 
Woiwurrung

Thomas 
(MLMSS 
214)

Ningolubbel’s 
song (3.4.4)

Ningolubbel Ningolubbel presumed 
Woiwurrung

Thomas 
(MLMSS 
214)

Wool-woork 
Bar-lum-bur-
lin (Butterfly 
dance) (3.4.5)

unknown – presumed 
Woiwurrung

Thomas 
(MLMSS 
214)

Short song: 
Balt-lem-be 
Ning-ber Bo-lar 
Bal-lem-bee 
(3.4.6)

unknown – presumed 
Woiwurrung

Thomas 
(MLMSS 
214)

Body song 
(3.4.7)

unknown – presumed 
Woiwurrung

Thomas 
(MLMSS 
214)

Women’s lament 
(3.4.8)

unknown – presumed 
Woiwurrung

Thomas 
(MLMSS 
214)

Text for 
Regaining 
Consciousness 
after a kidney 
fat attack (3.4.9)

the text was spoken 
by Malcolm

– Woiwurrung or 
Taungurong

Thomas 
(MLMSS 
214)

Fighting song 
(3.4.10)

unknown – presumed 
Woiwurrung

Thomas 
(MLMSS 
214)

Enchanting 
away Rain 
(3.4.11)

unknown – – Bride 
(1898: 
91)
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Name of song 
(section)

Songster (if known) Person from 
whom the song 
was recorded

Language 
group

Original 
source

Supplement 
Song 1 (3.5.1)

– Peter Mungett, 
collected in 
1861 

presumed 
Woiwurrung, 
but possibly 
Wathawurrung

SLV MS 
6290

Supplement 
Song 2 (3.5.2)

– Peter Mungett, 
collected in 
1861 

presumed 
Woiwurrung, 
but possibly 
Wathawurrung

SLV MS 
6290

Hymn at 
funerals (3.5.3)

– Peter Mungett, 
collected in 
1861 

presumed 
Woiwurrung, 
but possibly 
Wathawurrung

SLV MS 
6290

Superstitious 
Speech of the 
abduction of a 
woman (3.5.4)

– Peter Mungett, 
collected in 
1861 

presumed 
Woiwurrung, 
but possibly 
Wathawurrung

SLV MS 
6290

Corroboree 
singing (3.6.1)

unknown – presumably 
Boonwurrung

Bunce 
(1857)

Requesting 
away rain (3.6.2)

unknown – perhaps 
Woiwurrung

Bunce in 
Smyth 
(1878)

Turee song, with 
lines composed 
by Ningolubbel 
(3.7.1)

Ningolubbel Eliza presumably 
Woiwurrung

McCrae

Goulburn 
Corroboree or 
‘Yapeen’ (3.7.2)

– Eliza presumably 
Taungurong

McCrae

Dictated 
message (3.7.3)

unknown – presumably 
Boonwurrung

McCrae

Wak Wak, 
‘Earthquake 
song’ (3.8)

unknown – presumably 
Woiwurrung

Green

Source: Authors.

Some of the utterances spoken during burial ceremonies are presented in 
section 3.9.

In addition, what we have been able to discover about songs in initiation 
ceremonies is listed in section 3.10.
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These 23 short songs and more formal texts are probably the best surviving 
examples of texts that were recorded from speakers of these languages. 
Unfortunately, a large proportion of them cannot be fully analysed using 
modern linguistic methods, but in combination with important amounts 
of background context, these songs represent a very substantial corpus for 
Eastern Kulin.

3.1.1 Types of songs and the contexts of their 
performance
For the Eastern Kulin language groups, Woiwurrung, Taungurung, 
Boonwurrung, we can suggest the following types and functions of songs:

1.	 Spirit songs. Those which are given by the murrup ‘spirit’ (see section 
3.1.4). Examples of this would be Kurburu’s song (section 3.2.2) and 
Wenberi’s song (section 3.2.3).

2.	 Corroboree songs. Some of these specifically celebrated the creation, 
such as Bundjil’s song (section 3.2.4), and the Creation Corroboree 
song (section 3.3). Others are described as being ‘corroboree songs’ more 
generally, such as the corroboree songs in sections 3.2.5, 3.4.2 and 3.4.3, 
the Gaiggip (section 3.4.1), Ningolubbel’s dance song (section 3.4.4), 
Butterfly dance (section 3.4.5) and Goulburn Corroboree or ‘Yapeen’ 
(section 3.7.2). Further descriptions of corroborees are found in section 
3.1.5, including some cries and vocalisations. Smyth (1878, 1: 166) writes, 
probably with Thomas as his informant, that ‘[l]ittle is known of their 
mystic dances, which some regard as connected with a form of religion, 
but the Ngargee, or Yain-yang (corrobboree), is familiar to all who have 
lived in the bush’. As shown in section 3.1.5, corroborees were frequently 
performed in various parts of Victoria in the nineteenth century.

3.	 Initiation songs. None of these seem to have been documented for this 
area, though perhaps the words spoken by old Bobbery (section 3.2.6) 
were related to initiation.

4.	 Historical songs. These include songs written down by Thomas 
marking specific events and happenings (sections 3.4.1, 3.4.2, 3.4.3 
and 3.4.4), the Earthquake song (section 3.8), and the Turee song, with 
lines composed by Ningolubbel (section 3.7.1). Relating to the historical 
songs, Thomas (William Thomas, undated notebook within the Robert 
Brough Smyth papers, State Library of Victoria (SLV) MS 8781, Box 
1176/6 (b), p. 105) said:
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They have a species of historical song which enumerates to 
a monotonous tune, the individual beating time by striking a couple 
of sticks together or beating with his hand upon his breast, the most 
material circumstances wished to be remembered. I have known a 
blackfellow lie on his back and sing to himself for an hour together, 
or till he had fallen asleep, about the coming of white fellow, the first 
appearance of the horse, bullock, wheelbarrow (cart), dog, sheep, 
flour &c &c and a great variety of other matters, indeed it is not 
unusual to hear them at their various fires when encamped for the 
night humming these things over till sleep overcomes them.1

5.	 Spells and healing. In this category we can mentioned the words 
spoken for regaining consciousness after a kidney fat attack (section 
3.4.9) and the Enchanter’s song (section 3.4.11). Thomas mentions that 
during healing there would be ‘singing and humming incantations the 
whole of the time’ (State Library of NSW MLMSS 214, Volume 22, 
p. 1052).

6.	 Songs relating to disputes. Howitt (SLV MS Box 1053/2, pp. 35–36) 
mentions an arranged fight that included singing and dancing (similar 
to that in Gippsland, see section 5.2.11). One such example of a fight, 
described by Howitt as a ‘blood feud’ that was followed by a corroboree, 
is presented in section 3.1.5.6. Robinson described something similar, 
a fight held on 11 April 1839 (see section 3.1.5.8). Two texts relating 
to the abduction of women (see sections 3.4.6 and 3.7.3) are possibly 
connected to this type of ceremony.

There are likely to have been other types of songs. For example, Thomas 
(Stephens 2014, 1: 170) discussing the contact between the ‘Western Port 
Blacks’ (Boonwurrung) and the people from Twofold Bay (Eden), mentioned 
of the Boonwurrung ‘that they have suffered severely from the Twofold Bay 
blacks is evident, some of their songs are upon their sufferings’. If Thomas 
wrote down any of these songs, they have not yet been identified. Fels (2011: 
254–55) discusses this history of ‘enmity’ between the Boonwurrung and 
tribes further east in some detail.

1	  We were drawn to this quote by Standfield (2015: 56).
2	  This appears to have not been photographed by the State Library of NSW. It is part of a manuscript 
document headed by Thomas as ‘Manners & Customs of Australian Aborigines’, which forms the pages 
numbered 297–352 in MLMSS 214, Volume 22. These pages have a second series of numbers on the 
verso side, and the page containing that reference is numbered 105, on the verso of the page numbered 
104/303.
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George Gordon McCrae reported in his typescript reminiscences 
(‘Experiences not Exploits’, vol. 4, SLV MS 2523/5 (d)) as follows, including 
several types of songs:

Song I learned by heart from Ben’s dictation. A song to raise the 
wind (this in it’s literal sense), a song for the full moon; a canoe 
song, a war or rather battle-song; queer little ditties in ‘pidgin’ made 
whether in honour of our neighbours or ourselves and in which the 
peculiarities likely to strike a stranger, were admirably hit off.

Fels (2011: 163) suggested that the ‘song for raising the wind’ was ‘presumably 
for hunting’, though we do not know on what basis this was assigned to be 
a hunting song. McCrae (SLV MS 12018, Box 2523/3, p. 140) identifies 
the Ma-le song (see section 13.1) as a ‘canoe song’.

In addition to the songs, there were also the dances/corroborees in which 
songs were usually performed. These are discussed in more detail in 
section 3.1.5.

3.1.2 The songsters
There must have been a great number of skilled singers and composers of 
songs among the Eastern Kulin groups. In this section, we will give brief 
biographies of those who are known to or believed to have composed and 
sung songs, or taught them to those who wrote them down.

Barak (Berak)
Living from 1823 to 1904, he was known as Barak, Berak or William Barak 
and sometimes as King William or Old William. In this book we will use 
the spelling Barak, following the spelling preferred by the Wurundjeri Woi 
Wurrung Cultural Heritage Aboriginal Corporation,3 except where we are 
using direct quotes from other sources.

Barak’s father was named Bebejern and he was a nephew or great-nephew 
of the prominent Victorian tribal leader Billibilleri. Some sources state that 
he was born at Croydon or Wonga Park, but R.H. Mathews in a pencil note 

3	  See Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung Cultural Heritage Aboriginal Corporation, ‘Ancestors and Past’, 
accessed 24 November 2022, www.wurundjeri.com.au/our-story/ancestors-past/. 

http://www.wurundjeri.com.au/our-story/ancestors-past/
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on one of his offprints writes ‘Berak was a native of about Mt. Macedon, 
but was brought up among the Wurundyirballak’ (NLA MS 8006/8/278, 
p. 244).

A full biography of Barak can be found online in the Australian Dictionary 
of Biography.4

Barak was the singer of the songs documented by Howitt and Dr George 
Torrance and is discussed below (section 3.2).

Photographs of him are quite common, such as one in Broome (2005: 
211). Broome (2005: 38) describes how he was seen in November 1837 
by the Quaker James Backhouse, dressed in a frock with a waistband, 
learning English at the Government Mission School. He lived until 1904 
(Broome 2005: 210) and was Howitt’s main informant on the culture and 
language of the Woiwurrung. He is quoted many times in Howitt (1904) 
and is the major informant for the notes in the manuscripts (SLV MS Box 
1053/2, hw0390.pdf and hw0391.pdf, for example; also Museums Victoria 
XM 755).

Howitt (MV XM 759, p. 16), noted down Barak’s own words about 
his ancestry:

My name is Bairŭk grub in pine tree. Other father of my father 
gave me this name from a son of his when I was a baby.

When my father died everyone told me you should go to your 
grandfather bairuk. He was waa like me.

I was made a Tallangŭn when I was a big boy.

Tallangŭn refers to an intitated male. Howitt stated that ‘The ceremony of 
initiation was called [tallŭngŭn – crossed out] tállang–gun. It was formally 
held at where are now called Melbourne, Geelong, Bacchus Marsh and 
Mt Macedon. The same ceremony was called at Echuka Wang-[Kūm]’ 
(SLV MS Box 1053/2, hw0391.pdf, p. 13). (For further information about 
the ceremony at Echuca, see section 9.6.) Barak had been initiated at South 
Yarra, and Howitt further noted:

4	  Patricia Marcard, ‘Barak, William (1824–1903)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National 
Centre of Biography, The Australian National University, published first in hardcopy in 1969, accessed 
online 30 May 2019, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/barak-william-2930.

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/barak-william-2930
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The only formality which he went through was that at South Yarra 
some blackfellows, Capt Turnbull, Billy Billary, Billy Lonsdale 
who were all Ngŭrŭngaeta invested him with the Berbert – ringtail 
possum shawl round his biceps, the gornbert = reed necklace, the 
illijeri = nose peg, the Mŭragalŭn = Kaiung = waiststring, and the 
Brandyep = apron.

Barak’s name meant ‘edible grub’, and this word was recorded by Thomas in 
Smyth (1878, 2: 125) with the spelling bear-uk. This grub was, according 
to Thomas, smaller than the Ver-ring, a grub that was ‘[v]ery large and fat; 
blacks eat them raw. Said by Europeans to be fine eating, when roasted or 
fried’. This word was recorded by Hercus (1986: 234) as [ˈbæːrʌk]. In a 
regularised spelling, it would be berrak.

He was repeatedly quoted in newspaper articles, such as in the Melbourne 
Argus (15 January 1894, p. 6) in which it was written that he sang ‘three 
native songs’ at a presentation to Senior Constable Tevlin, and in the 
Healesville Guardian (Friday 25 June 1897, p. 2),5 where he was said to be 
singing a ‘corroberrie song’. This may refer to the song presented in section 
3.2.5.

An important painting by Barak of a ceremony is illustrated in Broome 
(2005: 8), dated about 1885;6 Vanderbyl (2019a and 2019b) also includes 
images of Barak’s ceremonial paintings and discusses them in detail.

Bed-be-endgeer or Benbenjie
Bed-be-endgeer ‘commonly called ‘Benbenjie’, and also known as ‘Ben’, 
together with his wife Lychitch or ‘Eliza’, was the main consultant for 
George Gordon McCrae (‘Experiences not Exploits’, SLV MS 12018, 
Box 2523/5 (d)).

George Gordon McCrae wrote of him:

Song I learned by heart from Ben’ dictation. A song to raise the wind 
(this in it’s literal sense), a song for the full moon; a canoe song, a war 
or rather battle-song; queer little ditties in ‘pidgin’ made whether in 
honour of our neighbours or ourselves and in which the peculiarities 
likely to strike a stranger, were admirably hit off.

5	  ‘Local and General News’, Healesville Guardian, 25 June 1897, p. 2, accessed 30 May 2019, nla.gov.​
au/nla.news-article60281011.
6	  La Trobe Picture Collection, State Library of Victoria, H29640.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article60281011
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article60281011
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Through Ben and Eliza my mother and I were enabled to compile 
a vocabulary of the words or most of the words of the dialect spoken 
by the tribe. It is much to be regretted that this work should never 
have been wholly completed also that some of it should have been 
lost in our various ‘movings’ from one place to another. As a result of 
pretty regular daily communication with Ben, his wife and friends, 
I commenced however lamely to speak the language

His name was spelled as Bet Banger by Robinson (for example, SLNSW A 
7086 part 1, p. 48), who also noted that he was married to Ly.tit. According 
to Robinson, his country was ‘east of Bacchus Marsh’; Barwick (1984) 
listed him as the chief of the Kurung-jang-baluk clan, a Woiwurrung group, 
and that from this clan ‘the few survivors of violent dispossession 1835 
found refuge among various clans of the opposite moiety where they had 
kinship ties resulting from intermarriage’. It is not therefore fully clear 
whether the language data given by Benbenjie to McCrae are Woiwurrung 
or Boonwurrung.

The songs recorded in Georgiana McCrae’s diary and in Kenyon (1917) are 
likely to be among those that George Gordon McCrae learned from Bed-
be-endgeer and his wife Lychitch (see sections 3.7 and 13.1).

Billibilleri
Billibilleri was one of the Indigenous leaders in the earliest days of colonial 
Melbourne. He was a ngarrang(g)atj(a) (now usually spelled Ngurungaeta), 
and probably the person of whom Howitt (1904: 308) wrote: ‘Some were 
great fighting-men, others were orators, and one who lived at the time 
when Melbourne was established, was a renowned maker of songs and was 
considered to be the greatest of all’.

In a census of the ‘Waworong Tribe’, dated 20 November 1839, he is the first 
listed person, his name spelled as Billibellyear, and his age is given as 40. His 
two wives were named Konengurook (aged 38) and Moorourook (aged 34), 
with male children Turmbermrook (18), Woolregunner (10), Mengerook 
(6), Kulgegronung (4), and female children Burgurrer (6), Mingerrook (4), 
Burbenbrook (10) and Susannah (13 days) (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 
09 Item 02, SLNSW_FL853950.jpg).

In remarks, Thomas writes: ‘Jacky Jacky’s family, has 2 wives, is an intelligent 
man and much respected by the whites’.
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He is thus one of those who signed the infamous ‘treaty’, where he is named 
as Jagajaga.7

Bobbinary
Bobbinary was member of the Boonwurrung (Western Port) tribe, and 
a prominent community leader in the early period of white occupation. 
He died at Munnup (7 miles from Melbourne) on 13 July 1849 (Stephens 
2014, 2: 395).

He was the singer of the song for enchanting away rain (see section 3.4.17). 
Thomas in Bride (1898: 92) wrote of him:

We have in the Western Port tribe a celebrated charmer-away of rain, 
old Bobbinary. I have known this man to be kept singing for hours. 
The blacks say, when Bobbinary was a child that it had been raining 
for some days, and ‘ blackfellows all sad, their bellies tied up to keep 
off hunger ; that the child Bobbinary began to sing, and that sun 
immediately came out, and no more rain. That ever since then he 
has been able to send rain away.’

Bobbinary may be the same as ‘Old Bobbery’ who was the informant for 
the words relating to growing up (see section 3.2.6). In the 1839 census 
collected by William Thomas, his age is given as 42 (born in 1792), and his 
family was named as Morerawrook, aged 28 (presumed to be his wife), and 
two sons, Kal-Kaller, aged 18 and Wadegulk, aged 15 (SLNSW MLMSS 
214, Volume 09 Item 02, SLNSW_FL853952.jpg).

Budgery Tom
Budgery Tom (c. 1809–1848) was chief of the Boonwurrung (Western 
Port) tribe. Although Budgery Tom is not named as one of the people who 
told songs to Thomas, it is likely that he was one of the main consultants for 
language information in the William Thomas papers.

Fels (2011: 48) gives a brief biography of him, noting that he was listed, 
with his mark, as a signatory to Batman’s ‘treaty’. Fels added that ‘[h]is real 
name was Mooderrogar; his wife was Narrugrook and his two sons, both 
of whom distinguished themselves in the 1842 Native Police Corps were 

7	  See for example, City of Yarra, ‘Wurundjeri History of Yarra: Treaty’, accessed 20 January 2026, 
www.yarracity.vic.gov.au/residents/diversity-and-inclusion/aboriginal-yarra/aboriginal-history-yarra/
wurundjeri-history-yarra.

http://www.yarracity.vic.gov.au/residents/diversity-and-inclusion/aboriginal-yarra/aboriginal-history-yarra/wurundjeri-history-yarra
http://www.yarracity.vic.gov.au/residents/diversity-and-inclusion/aboriginal-yarra/aboriginal-history-yarra/wurundjeri-history-yarra
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Buckup and Munnite’ (sourced from Thomas, SLNSW MLMSS 214). 
Elsewhere Thomas spelled his name as Mooduringu and stated that he had 
been aged about 30 in 1839.

Robinson had told Benbow that Budgery Tom’s wife was called Kar.ding.
gor.oke or Karn.jin.

Budgery Tom died at the Nerre Nerre Warren Aboriginal Protectorate 
Station (now the Police Paddocks in Endeavour Hills8) on 6 March 1848.

Kurburu
Kurburu was the name of a member of the Bunwurrung. He is likely to 
have been a young man of around 30 at the time of white men’s arrival in 
Melbourne. He was the composer of the song presented in section 3.2.2 
and likely the source for the information about traditions relating to koalas 
discussed in section 3.2.2.1.

Smyth (1878, 1: 447) writes the following footnote about him, citing 
Thomas as his source:9

‘Kur-bo-roo, a well-known Western Port black, and held in high 
esteem as a sorcerer, a dreamer, and diviner, was named “The Bear,” 
under the following circumstances. Kur-bo-roo was born at the foot 
of a tree, and during his mother’s trouble a bear in the tree growled 
and grunted until Kur-bo-roo was born, when he ceased his noise. 
By this, it was said, the bear intended to show that the male child 
born at the foot of the tree should have the privilege of consulting 
the bears, and the child was called Kur-bo-roo. Kur-bo-roo attained to 
some excellence in his profession, [p448] and was regarded by all as 
a very wise man and doctor. When a black man dreams of bears, it is 
a sad omen. All the people are afraid when any one dreams of bears. 
One time, when there were about two hundred blacks at Nerre-
nerre-Warreen (on the Yarra), including about eighteen children 
attending the school, Kur-bo-roo had a dream. He dreamt that he 
was surrounded by bears. He awoke in a great fright about one 
o’clock in the morning, and at once aroused the whole encampment. 
It was half an hour or more before I could discover the cause of 
the great excitement everywhere apparent. Fires were suddenly set 

8	  City of Casey, ‘Casey’s History: Aboriginal Settlement’, accessed 30 May 2019, www.casey.vic.gov.
au/caseys-history.
9	  A manuscript version of part of this is found in SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 03 Item 01, 
SLNSW_FL827790.jpg and has been transcribed in a footnote in Stephens (2014, 1: 404).

http://www.casey.vic.gov.au/caseys-history
http://www.casey.vic.gov.au/caseys-history
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ablaze. The young blacks climbed the trees, cut down boughs, and 
fed the fires. The men, women, and children rushed hither and 
thither, displaying the greatest terror. I reasoned with them, sought 
to soothe them, endeavoured to control them; but all my efforts 
were useless. They fled from the spot where they had so long lived in 
comfort. By eight o’clock in the morning the forest was a solitude – 
not a soul remained; and all because of a dream of Kur-bo-roo.’–The 
late Wm. Thomas’s M.S.10

It is likely that the drawing of the Bunyip in Smyth (1878, 1: 436) was 
made by Kurburu. This drawing was described thus:

The Western Port blacks call the Bun-yip Toor-roo-dun, and a picture 
of the animal, made by Kurruk many years ago, under the direction 
of a learned doctor, is that of a creature resembling the emu.

The Robert Brough Smyth papers (SLV MS 8781, Section III), contain 
a pencil drawing of Kurburu, which is listed as ‘“Kurborror”, Pencil. 18.5 x 
14 cm., Photoprint nos. 8 & 9’.

Kurburu died on 27 February 1849, which Thomas recorded as ‘Kurboro 
dies at Kulluk near WesternPort – hear about his death from Mr Rutherford’ 
(Stephens 2014, 2: 365). A longer examination of Kurburu is in Clark et al. 
(2020), where his name is spelled as Kurrburra, and he is described, among 
other things, as ‘a wirrirrap and bard’.

Kul-ler-kul-lup
Kul-ler-lup-lup was a respected old man and probably one of the people 
who created the Gaiggip song and dance (see section 3.4.7). In Thomas’s 
description of the Tanderrum ceremony from the State Library of NSW 
manuscript MLMSS 214, Volume 03 Item 01, he is described as:

the oldest man I have yet seen (among the Aborigines) he must have 
been near 80 years of age, he was just on 6 feet high (in continued 
furrows) and so fat [with?? it – crossed out ] (that I have not seen 
his equal among which for) his face was wrinkled especially his 
forehead, (continued horizontal furrows to his eyebrows) [& cheeks 
very furrowed - crossed out]

His role in transmitting the Gaiggip corroboree and song, and other 
corroborees and dances, is described in more detail below (section 3.4.1).

10	  This manuscript is presumably one of those kept at the State Library of NSW.
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Lychitch or ‘Eliza’
Lychitch was the wife of Bed-be-endgeer commonly called ‘Benbenjie’, also 
known as Eliza. In her diaries, Georgiana McCrae writes that ‘Eliza told 
me the words of a few native songs I noted them down’. Nothing more is 
known about her, although it is possible that she was the same Eliza who 
was Jimmy Dunbar’s first wife, and may have been the same Eliza who died 
at Mordialloc on 28 February 1877. She was aged 55 at the time of her 
death, which would mean that she was around 25 in 1847 when the songs 
were told to Georgiana. However, as noted above in connection with Bed-
be-endgeer, George Gordon McCrae said that he learned songs from Ben, 
and these are presumably some of the same songs from Georgiana McCrae’s 
diary. Most probably both Lychitch and Bed-be-endgeer knew the songs.

As mentioned above, in Robinson’s papers, her name is given as Ly.tit and 
Robinson states that her land was called Wee.nee.pe.yal Bar.ra.bul, in other 
words in Wathawurrung country.

Myngderrar/Malcolm
One of the most important ritual experts in the 1830s and 1840s came 
to be known as Malcolm; his original name, according to Thomas, was 
Myngderrar, also spelled Minderar. He was the wirrarrap ‘doctor’, and was 
known frequently as the ‘the flying doctor’. It was he who performed the 
ritual of regaining consciousness after a kidney fat attack in August 1840 
(see section 3.4.9). Thomas names him as being ‘of the Mount Macedon 
Tribe’, and talks about his power both to fly and to cure people. The full 
quote from Thomas is found below in section 3.1.3.1, which describes the 
power and function of the wirrarrap. (See Thomas in Bride (1898: 92); 
SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 23 Item 01, SLNSW_FL847437.jpg.)

Robinson (Clark 1998, 1: 201) noted down the name ‘Min.de.rare.re: 
brother to Malcom’, suggesting either that there was some confusion as to 
his name, or that perhaps the name was in fact used by several brothers. 
The name Myngderrar may be a combination of myng, likely the word 
for ‘eye’ (mirring/mirn in Blake 1991), and a second part that may be 
djerraniñ ‘ill’ or djerrwa- ‘to kill’ (from R.H. Mathews, dherwai, NLA MS 
8006/8/286); hence, perhaps literally, ‘kills with the eye’.
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His importance as a leader of the Indigenous community is shown by the 
fact that on 27 June 1844 there was a ‘Grand council of 3 bands: Goulburn, 
Yarra & Devils River 57; Mt Macedon & a few Loddon 23; Barrabools 26 
– total of 106. Malcolm main speaker organising everything. A few from 
each tribe to officiate in the commencing corrobery’ (Stephens 2014, 2: 23).

In 1847, Malcolm was described by Thomas as an ‘old traveller’, and he was 
brought in to try and communicate with the men that were later hanged for 
killing Andrew Beveridge (Ryan 2016).

There is a photograph of Malcolm, named as ‘Malcolm age 67 Gindamin 
Loddon Tribe. Doctor’,11 dating from 1866, photographed by Carl Walter 
(1831–1907). We think it likely that this is not the same Malcolm who was 
Thomas’s informant in the 1840s, and was already senior, both because he 
has a different Indigenous name and because it is likely that he would not 
have survived until the late 1860s.

Much more research on Malcolm is needed to fully appreciate the importance 
of this significant indigenous leader.

Ningolubbel
Another very significant figure was Ningolubbel, also known as Capt. 
Turnbull. His name was spelled variously but should probably be regularised 
as ning(g)ulabul, based on Howitt’s spelling Ningu-labul, though the last 
vowel is the least certain, probably unstressed.

He was stated to be the elder brother of Wenberi (see below and also 
Box 3.18 in section 3.2.3), who was murdered in 1840. He is described in 
Howitt (SLV MS Box 1053/2 (b), p. 30) as follows:

Tumbull was buried near Bacchus Marsh at Tŭllŭrwill, in the 
Kŭrŭng-jerŭng balluck, of the Werribigalluk. Note his country 
not far off – his country was Gisborne and the hill near Gisborne 
– [Bullanyaruk?]. Yarŭk killed him. I think from Echuca. He died 
about the time the Brighton raily was made and the Raily to Geelong.

11	  Can be viewed and downloaded from the State Library of Victoria website, www.slv.vic.gov.au/, 
search for ‘Gindamin’. 

http://www.slv.vic.gov.au/
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This suggests he died in the late 1850s, as the railway to Geelong was opened 
in November 1856 and the railway to Brighton was open progressively, 
starting in 1859.12 Little is known about Yarŭk ‘magic’ but Howitt (1904: 
381) does discuss its power for curing illness.

This quote from Howitt goes on to present Wenberi’s song and specifically 
states that the murrup ‘spirit’ of the elder brother, i.e. Ningolubbel, ‘came 
to his younger brother Wenbirri and sang this song in him when he slept’. 
Since Wenberi died long before Ningolubbel, this shows that the murrup of 
his brother was able to leave its body and visit Wenberi in his sleep, and thus 
inspire the song. Elsewhere Wenberi is said to be ‘brother of Nerimbineck, 
son of old Ningologin’; perhaps Ningologin is the same as Ningolubbel or 
perhaps there were two different people with very similar names.

In the 1839 census collected by William Thomas (SLNSW MLMSS 214, 
Volume 09 Item 02, SLNSW_FL853950.jpg), ‘Ningolobin’ is stated as 
being 68 years old, which would mean he was born in about 1771. His 
wife is named as Woombuke aged 40, and there are three male children: 
Maboine (16), Yanbury (20) and Bondite (14).

One of the songs recorded by McCrae was composed by Ningolubbel when 
he was in jail (see section 3.7.1). He had been accused of murder, in 1844, 
but was subsequently found innocent, as someone else had admitted to the 
killing (Geelong Advertiser, Saturday 22 March 1845, p. 2).

Ningolubbel was the chief of the Kurnung Willam, as discussed by Howitt 
(1904: 310):

Immediately adjoining the Wurunjerri country, on the west side, was 
that of the Kurnung-willam¹ who were also Woëworung, and whose 
Headman was called Ningu-labul², but was named by the white men 
‘Captain Turnbull.’ He was a great maker of songs, which, as Berak 
said, ‘made people glad when they heard them,’ but when he sang 
one of them to me, it had the contrary effect, for it made him shed 
tears. Ningu-labul came of a family of gifted singers, for his father 
and grandfather had been renowned songmakers, and this, as well 
as his own poetical power, was the cause of his great authority as a 
Ngurungaeta, not only in his own tribe, but also in those adjoining. 
The case of this man shows how headmanship was hereditary in 
a family, whose members were gifted beyond their fellows.

12	  Wikipedia, ‘Geelong Railway Station’, accessed 13 September 2020, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Geelong​_railway_station; Wikipedia, ‘Sandringham Line’, accessed 11 June 2019, en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/​Sandringham​_railway_line.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Geelong_railway_station
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Geelong_railway_station
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sandringham_railway_line
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sandringham_railway_line
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1 Kurnung means ‘creek,’ and willam is ‘camp.’

2 This name means ‘shining,’ as explained to me, ‘like the sun 
shining on a smooth stone,’ that is, reflected from it.

Howitt also mentions that Ningolubbel was the ‘partner’ of the headman of 
the ‘Gal-gal-balluk part of the Jajaurung tribe’ (Djadjawurrung) whose land 
was on the northern side of Mount Macedon (Howitt 1904: 313):

In reference to the office of the man for which I have thought the 
expression ‘henchman’ not inappropriate, it may be observed that 
he stands a little at one side of, and to the rear of, his principal. The 
henchman of Ningu-labul was the brother of Berak’s father, Bebejan, 
whose henchman was a man named Winberi.² These men seem to 
have had the same position as ‘the friend,’ who, Mr. Dawson says, 
accompanied the ‘Chief ’ of one of the tribes described by him.

2 As to Winberi, Thomas says, op, cit. p. 74, ‘the unfortunate 
Winberi (shot by Major Lettsom’s party).’

Howitt (1904: 310) added that ‘[t]o the westward of Ningu-labul was the 
country of the Kriballuk, whose Headman was a great medicine-man called 
Doro-bauk mentioned in Chap. VIII’. See section 3.1.4 for a description 
of how Doro-bauk breathed life back into a man whose murup ‘spirit’ had 
left him.

He was known far and wide. On Saturday 24 July 1841, Robinson (Clark 
1998, 2: 326) asked people near the Grampians about him:

I asked them about the tribes east as well as west, north and south. 
The Wadowrong and Yarra blacks and the Neerebulluc section of the 
eastern tribes they knew. I named some of the natives and among 
others Ning.cal.ler.bel. This person they knew and they repeated a 
song about him, made by the Gal gal bulluc. At the end of each 
stanza Ning.caller.bel was mentioned by name.

Unfortunately, no text of this song has been written down.

Ningolubbel was also a key participant in a ceremony of adoption held on 
6 July 1844, a ceremony Thomas called Woorkurran (Stephens 2014, 2: 26) 
and elsewhere described as Brandoo (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 03 
Item 01, SLNSW_FL827779.jpg and SLNSW_FL827781.jpg). There was 
an exchange of items at this event, but there is no record of any singing 
or dancing.
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Wenberi
Wenberi (also spelled Winberri, Whinberry), was a younger leader, and 
composer of a song in which his elder brother Ningolubbel visited him 
in his sleep (see section 3.2.3). Howitt (1887) noted that ‘[t]he bard who 
composed this song came of a poetic stock. His father and his father’s father 
before him are said to have been “the makers of songs which made men sad 
or joyful when they heard them”’.

Wenberi was killed in October 1840; Fels (2011: 114) describes him:

Winberri was aged 23, brother of Nerimbineck, son of old 
Ningologin, a Yarra black. Winberri was by family connection 
able to pass safely through distant remote tribes (Thomas in Bride 
1969[1898]: 408.), a man with a ‘noble spirit’ according to Thomas 
who wrote a three page description of the unusual mourning ritual 
for Winberri carried out morning and evening by his aged father and 
his only sister.

The ‘unusual mourning ritual’ is the ember days (SLNSW MLMSS 214, 
Volume 23 Item 01, SLNSW_FL847436.jpg; this is partially transcribed 
below in the coda to section 3.2.3).

Thomas (SLNSW, MLMSS 214, Volume 22, p. 343) reports his unjustified 
murder by Major Lettsom as follows:

the unfortunate Whin berry who was shot in that unconstitutional 
proceeding of Major Lettsom at Port Phillip who taking an advantage 
of my absence beyound Western Port the whole of the Escapement 
by Melbourne was surrounded at sun rise by Mounted Police and 
regulary drove into a stock yard when Whinberry who had a noble 
spirit rose his waddy to protect himself and was immediately shot 
tho the breath & died on the spot.

Thomas added that:

I need scarce remark when the report went in and forwarded to 
the Home Government that Lord John Russell the then Colonial 
Secretary condemned the whole proceeding and trusted it would 
not occur again …

The Colonial Secretary referred to is Lord John Russell (1792–1878), who 
was later Prime Minister.
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Broome (2005: 27) includes an illustration of Wenberi (spelled in Broome 
as Winberry), sketched by William Thomas (SLV Robert Brough Smyth 
papers), shown in traditional dress and holding traditional hunting weapons.

Wonga
One of Thomas’s most important consultants was Wonga, chief of the Yarra 
Tribe, and one of the leaders at Coranderrk. He was born at Arthur’s Seat 
(Smyth 1878, 1: 55–56), hence his name, as that place was also called Wonga. 
He is not specifically named as the consultant for any of the songs here, but 
may have been the person who gave the Earthquake song (section 3.8) to 
John Green.

Wonga was the sources for William Thomas’s census lists in the 1860s and it 
seems likely that he accompanied Thomas to Gippsland on his travels there. 
His wife Maria, whose Indigenous name was Toorongerrook, was named in 
his diary as being admitted into hospital on 6 July 1860 (Stephens 2014, 
3: 273).

3.1.3 The types of ritual specialists
The various publications mention two main ritual specialists whose functions 
will be briefly overviewed here. Their expertise in healing also meant that 
these were associated with song. These are the wirrarrap ‘doctors’, discussed 
in section 3.1.3.1, and the ngarrangatj ‘chief ’ discussed in section 3.1.3.2.

3.1.3.1 Wirrarrap ‘the doctors’
The wirrarrap were powerful figures who could both cause harm and cure 
it. The word is variously spelled Wer-reep by Thomas (see section 3.4.15) 
and We-weep by Robinson (see section 3.5).

Howitt (1904: 365) details the power that the wirrarrap had to kill people 
using mung ‘evil magic’ of which the thundal or ‘quartz crystals’ was the 
most dangerous. He could also take kidney fat (1904: 375). He also had 
the ability to overcome evil and cure disease. Howitt (1904: 381) wrote:

In the Wurunjerri tribe, when a man believed himself to be under 
some evil spell, or suspected that harm was impending to him, and 
if, as was likely, he felt ill, he had recourse to the Wirrarap. My 
Wurunjerri informant, speaking of this, said, ‘The Wirrarap, looking 
at him, might say, “Yes, the fire is up so high,” pointing to his waist. 
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“It is well that you came to me, the next time they burn it, it might 
be up to your neck, and then you would be done for.”’ The next time 
the wind blew towards the north, the Wirrarap would go through 
the air to the place where the man was burning something belonging 
to that poor fellow, and where that Yaruk (magic) was, pull up the 
spear-thrower, with which the spell was being worked, and bring it 
home. Giving the Yaruk to the sick man, he would say something 
like this, ‘You go and put this in a running stream to wash all the 
Yaruk out of it, and I will go up and put this Murriwun (spear-
thrower) in some water up there.’ The reference to the wind blowing 
northwards is because, in this case, the offending medicine-man 
belonged to some tribe in that direction, for the Wurunjerri believed 
that the tribes on the Murray frontage, called by them Meymet, 
were of all others the most inclined to evil magic. The ‘going up’ by 
the Kulin Wirrarap refers to the belief that such men could travel 
invisibly through space; by this means ascending through the sky to 
the Tharangalk-bek beyond it.

This suggests that Tharangalk-bek is indeed beyond the sky; it is elsewhere 
described in Howitt as ‘destination of the souls of the dead’ (see for example 
1904: 435), and in his manuscript source (SLV MS Box 1053/2 (b), 
hw0391.pdf, p. 23) as follows:

The ghosts are supposed also to be able to go up to Tharangalk 
(tharan = trees galk = wood) which is in fact the sky. William said 
the Kūlin believed there were many ‘cherry trees’ up there and [rivers 
– crossed out] streams and rivers.

In the word list published by Barry (1867), tarrangalk is given as meaning 
‘comet’. This word consists of three parts, the first of which is dharran. 
This root is explained by Howitt as ‘trees’, a form not otherwise recorded, 
although Green in Smyth (1878, 2) records bajerrang as the word for ‘tree’, 
which appears to be a compound of ba ‘and’ and djerrang ‘leaf ’. There are 
a number of words regularised by Blake on the base of dharra- that relate to 
long objects: dharrak ‘arm’ and dharrandel ‘black snake’. The word galk 
means ‘tree, stick, wood’ and biik ‘ground’.

Thomas in Bride (1898: 92) also speaks about the power of wirrarrap to 
cure and to fly, relating this skill particularly to Malcolm who performed the 
ceremony described below (section 3.4.9), where he is said to have ascended 
‘like an eagle’:
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Doctors. – The blacks have various kinds of doctors for eyes, bowels, 
head, &c., and, like white physicians, are noted in pro-portion to the 
remarkable cures said to have been wrought. But the highest pitch 
of the profession is flying. Among the tribes who have visited the 
settlement there has been but one, that has come to my knowledge, 
possessed of this power, whose name is Malcolm, of the Mount 
Macedon tribe. I have known this man to be sent for 100 miles. The 
blacks say that he has power to soar above the clouds, and to fly like 
an eagle; he also can, in some cases, recover the marmbula (kidney 
fat) when it has been stolen. I have a most singular account of one of 
his serial journeys, together with the solemnity of the encampment 
during his two hours’ flight, but cannot trace it now. This Malcolm 
(aboriginal name Myngderrar) is said to have inherited this power 
from his father, who was famous before him.

Quoting Bunce, Smyth (1878, 1: 110) also describes the curing powers 
of the wirrarrap:

Mr. Daniel Bunce,* an intelligent observer, and a gentleman well 
acquainted with the habits of the blacks, says that no tribe that he 
has ever met with believe in the possibility of a man dying a natural 
death. If a man is taken ill, it is at once assumed that some member 
of a hostile tribe has stolen some of his hair. This is quite enough 
to cause serious illness. If the man continues sick and gets worse, 
it is assumed that the hair has been burnt by his enemy. Such an 
act, they say, is sufficient to imperil his life. If the man dies, it is 
assumed that the thief has choked his victim and taken away his 
kidney-fat. When the grave is being dug, one or more of the older 
men –generally doctors or conjurors (Buk-na-look) – stand by and 
attentively watch the laborers; and if an insect is thrown out of the 
ground, these old men observe the direction which it takes, and 
having determined the line, two of the young men, relations of the 
deceased, are despatched in the path indicated, with instructions to 
kill the first native they meet, who they are assured and believe is 
the person directly chargeable with the crime of causing the death 
of their relative.

Another example of the power of the doctors is given by Thomas in Bride 
(1898: 92–93). Note that the date is omitted in the manuscript:

Murrina Kooding, or Strength Lost. In the encampment south of 
the Yarra, on the evening of were Goul-burn, Mount Macedon, 
Barrabool, Yarra, and Western Port blacks. The Goulburn lubras, 
quite naked, stole upon seven young men. No sooner had the women 
their hands on the heads of the young men than the latter appeared 
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helpless; they cut from each young man a lock of his hair. As soon 
as the hair was cut the young men fainted; the women took the 
ornaments from the men’s heads and decamped. The young men’s 
friends came about them to comfort them, but life apparently could 
scarcely be kept in them. Their friends sat with them the whole of 
the night.

On the following morning, the doctors assembled; a fire was made 
about a quarter or half a mile from the encampment, and the seven 
young men were brought, each borne by two friends bearing pieces 
of lighted bark in their hands, to the spot; the young men were 
placed round the large fire at some distance, and before each was the 
bark brought by the friends. The doctors, mumbling and humming, 
with a piece of glass bottle commenced scraping off all the hair from 
the crown of the head to the feet, and then rubbed them from head 
to feet with werup (red ochre). The young men lay speechless during 
the whole of the time the ceremony was being performed, and every 
muscle of their faces seemed to be keenly noticed by the doctors. 
This ceremony lasted from sunrise to three hours afterwards. 
I understand that these young men would have died had not this 
ceremony been performed. Strength left them as the lock fell from 
their heads. (Is not this some semblance to Samson’s case?)

3.1.3.2 Ngarrang(g)atj(a) ‘the chiefs’
The word for ‘chief ’ is usually spelled in modern times as ngurungaeta, 
based on the spelling in Howitt (1904). However, since R.H. Mathews is 
a much more reliable recorder of the sounds of the language, we suggest 
a more reliable regularisation of this word would be ngarrang(g)atj(a),13 
following a spelling found in a pencil note on an offprint of one of his 
articles, ‘Is headman called Ngurungaeta – Ngarran’ge’ (NLA MS 8006/8/6). 
Note that it was spelled by Howitt as ngŭrŭng-eit and ngurungeit (SLV MS 
Box 1053/2 (b), hw0391.pdf, p. 39).

The etymology of this term is possibly from the word ngarrga- ‘dance’. 
Thomas (SLNSW MLMSS 214 Volume 23 Item 02, SLNSW_FL814566.
jpg) gives the word Ngarnurngate defined as ‘King or Chief ’, with a note: 
‘Blacks say that long time ago, Kings used to make Blacks dance to them – 
no doubt the word for corrobery is derived from this in a more enlightened 

13	  One of the anonymous reviewers suggested that we should spell this word, which has considerable 
cultural importance, without brackets. It is possible that spellings like Ngarnurngate do suggest a cluster 
of ngg but we cannot be sure and prefer to keep the brackets to show this uncertainty.
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days among them’. This etymology, or explanation of the meaning of the 
word for ‘chief ’, clearly links the ability to dance (and presumably also to 
sing and compose songs) with authority in the community.

In a manuscript of Thomas’s relating to songs and dances (SLNSW MLMSS 
214, Volume 24 Item 01, SLNSW_FL828679.jpg and SLNSW_FL828682.
jpg), he explains this etymology a second time:

6th I will now commence with their common Corroberry’s but 
before entering upon them, I would state that Corroberry is not an 
Aboriginal word of Victoria, a barbarism its real term is Ngargee, 
the old doctors state that many many generations past blacks were 
very very many that the chiefs used to make the young blacks dance 
before them, which I have no doubt was the case, more so when the 
name of the chief or King is Ngar-gate.

Howitt (1904: 307f ) describes the functions of the ngarrang(g)atj(a) in 
detail. The connection with songs is indicated by this quote: ‘Some were 
great fighting-men, others were orators, and one who lived at the time 
when Melbourne was established, was a renowned maker of songs and was 
considered to be the greatest of all’ (Howitt 1904: 308). This probably 
refers to Billibilleri. Others who held the title were Ningolubbel and 
‘Mr DeVilliers’ in Western Port (SLV MS Box 1053/2). In the manuscript 
at Museums Victoria, Howitt states ‘some Ngūrrungait are doctors, not all’ 
(XM 759, p. 17). In terms of ritual expertise, the wirrarrap may have been 
senior and more skilled.

3.1.4 Murrup ‘the spirit’
A number of the songs are said to have been given to the singers by the 
murrup ‘spirit’, spelled murup and discussed in some detail by Howitt 
(1904: 435, for example).

There appear to have been a number of words for ‘spirit’ in the Eastern 
Kulin languages. Thomas, in his diary entry for 20 January 1847 (Stephens 
2014, 2: 219), wrote about Nangkun, a Mount Macedon youth who was 
imprisoned because he was thought to be a ‘lunatic’. He collected two words 
– murrino ‘cranky’ and worwodo ‘lively’ – and wrote the following:

On the next day ‘very early visit the Jail converse with Nangkun, 
who I find Murrino [cranky], he took me for his uncle Billbellary, & 
told me he had seen Yearkun, Spirit, Nerrun Kunne Billibellary …’
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The word yearkun is an alternative word for ‘spirit’, which Thomas elsewhere 
glossed as ‘spirit, of anyone’, whereas moorrup he glossed as ‘soul (departed 
spirit)’.

The first version is in one of Howitt’s field notebooks (MV XM 759), 
included as part of a discussion the murrup, commencing on page 17. This 
discussion commences with the following:

Every animal has a spirit = mūrūp. That of a possum is just like 
a possum – Doctors can see him.

When the Doctor catches the nangkūm, he shows it to the Doctor – 
some Ngūrrungait are doctors, not all) – I am not.

Later, on page 21 of the same document, he added that ‘[o]nly the doctors 
can see the Mūrŭp’.

In some information gathered from Barak, Howitt (1904: 435), writes:

‘When I sleep and snore, my Murup goes away, sometimes to the 
Tharangalk-bek, but it cannot get in, and it comes back. It can talk 
with some other Murups, for instance, with my father and others 
who are dead.’

It may be that Barak’s Murup could not enter the Tharangalk-bek¸ the land 
beyond the sky, because he was not a ‘Doctor’.

A great medicine man, Doro-bauk, was able to call back the murup of a very 
ill person, as described by Howitt (1904: 387):

Soon after the white men came to Melbourne, a blackfellow living 
near where Heidelberg now is, was nearly dead. His friends sent 
for Doro-bauk,1 who lived to the west of Mount Macedon. When 
he arrived, he found the man just breathing ever so slightly, and 
his Murup (spirit, ghost) had gone away from him, and nothing 
remained in him but a little wind. Doro-bauk went after the Murup, 
and after some time returned with it under his ‘possum rug. He said 
that he had been just in time to catch it round the middle, before 
it got near to the Karalk.2 The dead man was just breathing a little 
wind when Doro-bauk laid himself on him and put the Murup back 
into him. After a time the man came back to life.

1. Doro a certain kind of grub, and Bauk, ‘high up.’

2. Karalk is the bright colour of sunset, and is said to be caused 
by spirits of the dead going in and out of Ngamat, which is the 
receptacle of the sun just beyond the edge of the earth.
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3.1.5 Corroborees documented/mentions 
of corroborees
Corroborees were very commonly performed in and around Melbourne and 
indeed across Victoria in the early years after the foundation of Melbourne 
in 1835. In this section, we will present information about a range of 
corroborees that are known to have been performed in Melbourne in the 
early days. Some of these descriptions, mostly by Thomas, contain very 
important detail about how the corroboree was performed. Traditional 
songs would likely have been sung at all of these, though the text of those is 
not always written down.

William Thomas wrote a draft article about songs and dances, all of which 
has been transcribed and is presented in different sections in this book. The 
6th part, for example, which discusses the etymology of the word for ‘chief ’ 
and its source in the word for ‘dance’, is discussed above (section 3.1.3.2). 
(The first three sections are presented later in this section.) A summary 
of Thomas’s paper was published in Smyth (1878, 1: 167–69), in which 
he states: ‘The ordinary dance of the natives of Victoria – the Ngargee or 
corrobboree – has been carefully described by Mr. Thomas’. The word that 
we will regularise as ngarrgi is probably an imperative form, a command 
‘dance!’.

Thomas also noted descriptions of dances, some of which included songs 
texts (see for example, section 3.4.2), and some of which did not. In his 
manuscript notes in the State Library of NSW (MLMMS 214, Volume 21 
Item 12, c009070001h.jpg, page numbered 237), he noted the following 
actual dance performances in the 1840s and 1850s (Box 3.1):

Box 3.1: List of dances/corroborees and their preformance dates

Dances or Corroberry, Sacred Corroberries:
Weinnie, 1st perfmd in Encampt by Moonee Ponds 14th Jan 1851 –
Neur-re-ung-ern-er, 1st perfmd 20 Mar 1847 with figures – 
Gaegape 1st saw it in Octr 1842 35 miles from Melbourne on Major Boyds Station – 
Yepene Amy Gai (by Mr Parker called Dance of Separate Spirits)

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214 Volume 21 Item 12, c009070001h.jpg, p. 237;  
adapted by authors.

The full texts relating to Weinnie and Neur-re-ung-ern-er are presented in 
sections 3.1.5.1 and 3.1.5.2 respectively. Another corroboree mentioned 
there is the Emu corroboree (see section 3.1.5.3).
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For two of the dances listed in Box 3.1, texts of at least part of what was sung 
on those occasions were documented by Thomas. The Gaiggip (Gaegape) 
dance is described in section 3.4.1, while the ‘Yepene Amy Gai’ is discussed 
in the chapter on Western Kulin songs (section 2.4).

Another dance/corroboree, discussed in detail in section 3.1.5.4, was the 
Donkey dance, held at an unknown date, perhaps in the 1840s.

The first three sections of Thomas’s general discussion of dances are 
presented here (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 24 Item 01, SLNSW_
FL828663.jpg, SLNSW_FL828666.jpg, SLNSW_FL828668.jpg and 
SLNSW_FL828671.jpg):

1st Songs & dances among Aborigines like among civilised are either 
sacred or profane, or more properly stating for pleasure or sacred and 
traditional, the two latter are generally accompanied by effigys which 
bears some seede resemblence or representation or hyroglyphs figure 
of what intendedX to represent, the Aboriginal songs are numerous, 
and the modern ones go by the names of their authors or bards; tho 
rhyme and measure is out of the the question – the songs or drones 
of the leaders of their common dance is generally according to the 
caprice of the leaders, tho there are some of these regularly settled 
upn and known by least –

2nd A stranger would after seeing one of two Corroberrys look upon 
them as a monotonous repetition voide of sense, would not a stranger 
to our country dances and reels (say an Aborigine) look upon them 
as equally monotonous – there is as much sense in the one as the 
other, if the blacks orchestre is inferior his time and motion is far 
superior in fact defies any attempt at comparison, a recent and 
excellent writerV has well summed up their common Corroberrys 
thus ‘All that was ever put upon the stage, in the most approved style 
of hideousness, whether in German Operas, or in British Pantomines 
sinks into utter insignificance before an Aboriginal Corroberry.’

v John Sherrer, Adventures of a Gold Digger C.H. Clarke 23a 
Patternoster Row

3rd Their Common Corroberrys and other dances are taught to the 
rising generation – I have been amused in the En-campment by 
seeing a Dozen or more boys while their parents have been out for 
the day seeking their daily fare going thro a regular corroberry with 
the greatest accuracy. --- 
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This is followed by the Corroboree song (see section 3.4.3), description of 
Ningolubbel’s song (section 3.4.4) and the discussion of the meaning of the 
word Ngargee (see section 3.1.3.2).

Sections 7 to 9 of Thomas’s description follow here. While very much a 
description of its time, using terms like ‘civilised’ to refer to English culture, 
nevertheless, the respect that Thomas had for the people is shown by 
comments about the dances like ‘in fact civilization can in no way compete 
with the Australian dance’ (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 24 Item 01, 
commencing at SLNSW_FL828682.jpg):14

7th The blacks have various kinds of Ngargess (or Corroberry’s) the 
common corroberry generally seen and exhibitted before Europeans 
at night consists of a number of males 20 or 30 or more if 2 or 
more tribes are conregated, their persons are streaked and daubed all 
over according to their own taste, not 2 alike expect the face which 
generally has white round the eyes across the forehead, on the cheeks 
and down the nose – they however must all have boughs, below 
their knees to the ankles, & two sticks about 10, or 12 inches long, 
they retire to a distance in the thicket to equip themselves, and a 
strange spectable they present on their appearance, in fact like 20 or 
30 Harlequins half cranky, without any understanding among them, 
if any how diversified orhi deous they should appear, this must have 
been the scene which the writer I have referred to must have seen and 
merely a casual inspector of such scenes have (which I nevertheless 
say is just) sum it up his account of the Aborigines Corroberry’s they 
have however other Corroberry’s some truly pleasing. – 

8th But to return, a great fire is made, by which stands the leader 
who is also furnished with two sticks like those the dances use, but 
always appear in his opossoum rug and no way daubed like the 
dancers by his side is seated a number of lubras naked with their 
opossum rugs folder up which they hold on their left hand in their 
laps and beat time most accurately with their right hand striking 
their rugs, it is astonishing that a muffled up rug could make such a 
perfect sound like muffled drum, so many beating at once, and all 
in time, contrasted with the sonorous singing some times elevated 
to the highest pitch then gradually lowering as tho to give merit to 
the dead muffled sound of the opossum rugs, the leaders note is a 
more whining hum, the leader and lubras often commence 3 or 4 
minutes ere the dancers make their appearance (like a flourish in 
an orchestre) when a loud united stroke is heard in the distance 

14	  This section forms the basis of the description in Smyth (1878, 1: 167–69).
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upon the dancers sticks, this is a signal that they are on the move, 
and the lubras in an elevat ed strain as tho’ vieing with each other 
strike up, the strange grotestique band always in a strait line may be 
seen knees, and legs extended and bent about half height advancing 
slowly towards the leader, the accuracy of their movement, altho 
30 or 40 may be engaged baffled any attempt at description in fact 
civilization can in no way compete with the Australian dance, as to 
time and motion, as tho’ all their feet, boughs, on their legs, and 
sticks in their hands were by machinery set in motion at one and the 
same time a body of 30 or 40 soldiers on parade marching, their feet 
move not near so exact as the demise-mi moves of the Aboriginal 
dancers, grad ually tho’ with continued quick moves they approach 
the leader when within about 20 yards they break the strait line, 
gradually and in a promiscuous group all apparently as close as they 
can be raiseing their bodies gradually to an erect position as they 
draw near still dancing, beating their sticks over their heads, when 
they arrive at the leader the dance is turned to a united jumping 
which makes the very forest shake under them it is surprising how 
they can continue using their sticks without hitting each other, at 
this stage of the dance, they how ever do mysteriously not strike 
each other and conclude with a deliberate single knock, and then 
an expulsion of the breath, when they without or der fly back to the 
dark distance whence they came from, and will continue this sound 
for hours, till even to the stranger it becomes a tedious monotony, 
perhaps the most attractive appearance is the light of the blazing fire 
shining upon their strange daubed bodies – they have however in all 
their Corroberry’s a decency, their back and their front parts, having 
a kind of apron made of opossum skins, but cut in narrow slips of 
an inch wide from about 2 inches from the top, and a girdle about 
the loins, and I may add that the lubras (who occasionally) if much 
elated will 3 or 4 of them rise up to dance, rising up, they always 
have a very fine girdle of emu feathers, which goes completely round 
them at the waist about 2 feet deep but their breasts which generally 
are much larger and flammy than European females flap up and 
down regularly disgusting. – 

9th There are various other night dances but I will mention but one 
more called in the Aboriginal Language Koo-ite, but by Europeans 
the Monkey, this is a singular dance, streaked in like manner as the 
former, they touch and draw gradually the finger from the crown of 
the head to the feet which takes some few minutes, from their slow 
yet accurate and timely motions, one portion and them moving off 
others come foreward and do in like manner each as going thro’ 
fall in behind, a spear is held in one hand and wonguim in the 
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other gently move and the inclinded body body downwards it is 
surprising that tho’ encum ber’d with wonguim & spear they touch 
each essential part from the crown of the head to the feeet which is 
the close of the dance by no means too noisy as in their common 
corroberry – 

The boughs tied below the knees mentioned in the 7th section above are 
named in Smyth (1878, 1: 159), in the discussion about a fight, as ‘boughs 
(Murrum or Mooran Karrang) just above the ankles’. These may be the word 
marran ‘leaf ’ as regularised by Blake (1991). Garrang means both ‘nose’ 
and ‘gum (of tree)’ (Blake 1991).

The last dance is named Koo-ite, a term that has not been found in other 
sources for the Eastern Kulin languages.

Thomas then describes the Wool-woork Bar-lum-bur-lin (see section 3.4.5).

The 11th section is presented here (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 24 
Item 01, SLNSW_FL828727.jpg and SLNSW_FL828729.jpg):

11th at one of these dances, I was much annoyed when one of the 
husbands dancing was struck with jealousy at his lubra lifting up 
her opossum rug looking at a single man a spectator, which turned 
the whole of the Encampment of jovial amusement into a regular 
fighting field which lasted for two hours. – 

This text is followed by the description of what seems to relate to the 
Butterfly dance (see section 3.4.5) and then the Murrunawa corroboree 
(section 3.4.2), before a final section (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 24 
Item 01, SLNSW_FL828753.jpg) as follows:

Paper 6th – Sacred and Tradition dances are generally accompanied 
by figures cut rudely from sheets of bark [from the neighbouring 
trees] on which is decorated by the artist by the direction of the 
priests or doctors, who gravely sits smoking his pipe while giving 
instruction.

Neur-re-ung-ern-er a Sacred Dance of the Devils River Tribe. 

See section 3.1.5.2 for a further description of this ‘sacred dance’.

In the following, we present detailed descriptions of the Weinnie dance 
(section 3.1.5.1), the Neur-re-ung-ern-er or ‘Sacred Dance’ of the 
Thagungwurrung (section 3.1.5.2), the Emu corroboree (section 3.1.5.3), 
and the ‘Donkey dance’ (section 3.1.5.4), all described by Thomas, 
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rounding off with a brief mention of the New Moon corroboree, which 
was a regular event in the Melbourne area until 1846 (section 3.1.5.5). 
This is followed by the description of the ‘Blood Feud’ and subsequent 
corroboree described by Howitt (section 3.1.5.6), the corroboree written 
about by Georgiana McCrae (section 3.1.5.7), that documented by George 
Augustus Robinson (section 3.1.5.8), and rounded off by mentions of other 
corroborees (section 3.1.5.9).

3.1.5.1 Weinnie
The dance, with various spellings Weinnie, Winne and Winnie, was held 
in January 1851, perhaps in the area that is now Flemington or Ascot 
Vale. It was described as a ‘sacred dance’ that involved the holding up 
and reverencing of a Christian Bible. The information contained here was 
mostly gleaned from Ningolubbel. It is described as a new dance, brought 
by people from the West. As the text makes it clear (p. 357), the performers 
of this dance regarded the book as having come ‘down from the clouds’.15

There are no language words in this portion of text. The name of the dance 
is perhaps related to the word for ‘fire’, which we might regularise as wiiny. 
Blake (1991) spells the word ‘fire’ as wiiñ with a long vowel and as a single 
syllable. We believe that the spelling of the word with final -ie is probably 
an attempt to convey a final palatal nasal [wiːɲ].

In his page containing the description of the ‘Donkey dance’ (see section 
3.1.5.4), Thomas writes in the margin ‘Dances, Effigys &c Belonging 
to Veinee fire’, which we read to specifically associate the name of this 
dance with ‘fire’ (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 03 Item 01, SLNSW_
FL827802.jpg).

Wonga, who was born at Wonga (Arthurs Seat), explained to Thomas 
(SLNSWMLMSS 214, Volume 21 Item 11 William Thomas notes relating 
to Wonga, 1861, SLNSW_FL3270271.jpg) about the origin of fire, as:

15	  We believe that A.A.C. Le Souëf also made observations of a similar event, where the Bible was 
held up at a corroboree on the Upper Goulburn. This reference is in his typed manuscript, ‘Personal 
Recollections of Early Victoria’, State Library of Victoria, MS 8719, available on Le Souëf Family Archives 
Guide to Records, University of Melbourne eScholarship Research Centre, updated 27 November 2008, 
accessed 30 April 2019, www.austehc.unimelb.edu.au/guides/leso/lesouef.htm.

http://www.austehc.unimelb.edu.au/guides/leso/lesouef.htm
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Wang – get em [have em – crossed out] Vien from 3 Bagrooks big 
Ker-rut-krook, Brook-bool, Boon-un-bool-la-rook – who were hard 
at work with their kan-kan killing snakes – when one stick break 
and come out fire, Lubra say Kye Kye – down came Wang [directly 
– inserted] & run away with the Fire. Lubra big one cry

Wang fly to big one mountain Bill-le-vein [far away to beyond 
Mt Cole – inserted] in direction of Mt Cole

Wang refers to the ancestral crow.

Bill-le-vein is an alternative spelling of the name recorded as Pilleweane 
‘Victorian Ranges’ (in the Grampians) in ‘Native Names of Places in the 
Wannon District. (Compiled by Peter Learmonth, Esq.)’ (in Smyth 1878, 
2: 177), but also found in the form Billawin ‘Victoria Range’, Pillawin 
‘Mount Avoca’ and Billiwhin ‘Wimmera River’ (Clark and Heydon 2002), 
as well as being the name of a ‘track’ in the Victoria Ranges, Billywing. Since 
the Wimmera River has its source in the Pyrenees, perhaps it is the name for 
that area, and Clark (1990: 118) listed the Pilawin Baluk as the Indigenous 
group there, presumably named after that location.

The name was translated by Massola (1968) as ‘two fires’, though he does 
not give his source for this translation, presumably with pulety ‘two’ as the 
first part of a compound. We suggest that it might also be literally ‘fire of (in) 
the belly’, pili-wiiny, as the word pili is well documented as meaning ‘belly’ 
in Western Kulin languages (see for example Clark 2014). The similarity of 
this word to English belly is purely coincidental (Hercus 1992).

The origin of fire16 is also mentioned in connection with Bundjil’s song 
(see section 3.2.4). Howitt’s description (1904: 430) talks about the 
sweeping of the ancestral beings into the sky because of the theft of fire by 
Waang, the crow. It may therefore be that Bundjil’s song was performed at 
the Weinnie dance.

16	  Note, for example, Monash University, ‘Yagun Gulinj Wiinj (How Man Found Fire)’, 2016, accessed 
13 February 2019, www.monash.edu/arts/monash-indigenous-studies/wunungu-awara/animations/
yagun-gulinj-wiinj-how-man-found-fire-2016, which is an animation produced by Taungurung people. 
Yagun gulinj wiinj means literally ‘find human fire’.

http://www.monash.edu/arts/monash-indigenous-studies/wunungu-awara/animations/yagun-gulinj-wiinj-how-man-found-fire-2016
http://www.monash.edu/arts/monash-indigenous-studies/wunungu-awara/animations/yagun-gulinj-wiinj-how-man-found-fire-2016
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Thomas’s full description of this dance is given in Box 3.2. Note that in this 
transcription sections shown in single brackets are inserts made by Thomas 
and uncertain readings are shown in brackets with a double question mark. 
Some of these uncertain readings are within the single bracketed insertions.

Box 3.2: Description of the Weinnie dance

[p. 355]
Winne, a sacred dance 1st performed [near – inserted] Melbourne in the encampt 
[W of – crossed out] [between – inserted] Moonie Ponds [& Salt Water R – inserted], 14th 
Jany 1851 – The Booninyong & Leigh Blacks arrived & others from Backhouses Marsh 
[& the Goulbourn – inserted] with this new dance – [Ning-gollobin alias – inserted] John 
Bull [great notoriety among – inserted] of the Melbourne tribes who had been [away 
– crossed out] [coonday?? – inserted] from his district near 2 years arrived with them 
– My blacks being collected. John Bull gave me to understand “that I should see a 
Corroberry like white mans Sunday.” but was mystically silent respecting it. After 
some time an old Black of the Booninyong tribe came up to me and shook me [heartily 
– inserted] by the hand [most heartily – crossed out]. He then begged me to come 
with him [being prepared for something new I readily followed – inserted] & about 
200 yards off a [small – crossed out] fire was being made and 23 [men – crossed out] 
[blacks – inserted] (among [whom – crossed out] [them – inserted] were some of my 
blacks) seated. They [all – inserted] jumped up on my approach & each shook me [hand 
with?? Most – inserted] heartily [by the hand – crossed out] [more heartily than on any 
previously meeting the?? tide?? – inserted] they then shook hands with the old [man 
– crossed out] [black – inserted] & one another their hands going up near to their eyes 
then down to their knees [several times – inserted]. Then then set light to the fire. 
The old [man – crossed out] [black – inserted] light his pipe & [majestically – crossed 
out] [sedately – inserted] walked to the front of the fire & raising up his right hand at 
full height presented to the dancers an opens

[p. 356]
book, his thumb & little finger pressing the book wide open, while the 3 fingers 
sustained the back, they then commenced a simple dance with small boughs in 
right hand singing and looking steadfastly at the book [held by the old Dr or priest 
– inserted], the old man more like a statue kept the book at full height. I went up to 
him to see what book it was [that all seemed so intent?? upon – inserted] and to my 
astonishment found it a Bible. The [old man – inserted] motioned me [with his other 
hand – crossed out] not to disturb him [he motioned me with his hand not engaged?? 
– inserted] I could not supress [my] emotion on viewing the sacred oracle held 
up with such marked intenseness. Moses could not have more steadfastly lifted up 
the serpent in the wilderness [than this savage the [books – crossed out] records of 
eternal truth – inserted] had it not been for the fumes from his pipe & a red cap he had 
on his [head his – inserted] appearance was imposing & his fixed attitude solemn, they 
[blacks – inserted] danced for about ¾ of an hour [not more – inserted] in a crescent 
form opposite side of the fire to the old [?? – crossed out] [leader – inserted] & at the 
conclusion again [most blacks – inserted] again shook hands. I was [full of – crossed 
out] anxi[ety – crossed out] [ious – inserted] to know [of this – inserted] [the history of 
this – crossed out] to me [extraordinary – inserted] pleasing [yet – inserted] exhibition 
as far as the world of normal life went [of – crossed out] the object of [attraction – 
crossed out] [deep attraction – inserted] altho those
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[p. 357]
who gazed had of 2 had the book [& its contents – inserted] brought under their notice 
to know how they came by the Bible, more so why they so highly extolled it, knowing 
that I & others had often tried to bring them seriously to consider its invaluable 
contents – All I could [get – crossed out] [learn – inserted] [out of – crossed out] [from 
– inserted] the Boonningon & Leigh Blacks was “that it came down from the clouds. 
Weinee sent it down to Mt Emu blacks” – John Bull however gave me more detailed 
account. He stated “that the Mt Emu blacks were encamped [near Mt Emu – inserted] 
in the morning as usual they went [from the encampt – inserted] [out – crossed out] 
to seek [food – crossed out] [their daily food – inserted] when they returned in the 
evening they found these books, a pocket handkerchief & a stick of tobacco (3 bibles, 
2 testaments [& – inserted] 4 prayer books) on each handkerchief was a stick of 
tobacco, & a book – the blacks were frightened & talked all night, in the morning the 
doctors [considered – crossed out] [had a council – inserted] after deliberation came 
to the conclusion that they had come down from [the clouds – crossed out] [above – 
inserted] One Dr. took the book [held by the leader of the dance – inserted] to a settler 
who stated that the book came down from heaven to make man good [& – inserted] to 
be happy and love one another, shake hands like Mess mates all men, [blacks & white 
– inserted] so the Doctors had
[written at the side]
drunkeness, male & female & fighting, when fighting vain cabals, this the night to the 
annoyance of all within the hearing of the Encampt that at night as I before [have – 
inserted] stated was forced to break up the Encampt & send to the bush this fraternal 
compact

[p. 358]
established this dance “Veinnie” & were sending the dance to all parts to establish 
unity & friendship among [to make as friends – inserted] all tribes [they all were like 
brothers for nearly a week & I in conveyed?? & made what use moved what way I could 
of it and referred often to my addresses to them from a copy of the same book which 
as the good settlers told them did come down from heaven – inserted] all tribes + 
whether this [sacred – inserted] dance still continues in the interior or not I [know – 
crossed out] [am – inserted] not [aware?? – inserted] but I [firmly – inserted] believe 
[its – crossed out] [that the Priests – inserted] object was to unite tribes together in 
one common fraternity – however not a week [had elapsed – inserted] from my 1st 
seeing this dance performed [several – crossed out] [before several – inserted] of 
these [united brotherly – inserted] blacks got drunk & their fraternity [was – crossed 
out] interrupted by fighting & all manner of cabals [which increase – inserted] & [till – 
inserted] continual complaints being made [by the white population – inserted] before 
15 dys [& – crossed out] I was [forced – crossed out] [compelled – inserted] to break up 
the Encampt – had that poison of white men been kept from them, this dance might 
have had its desired effect & I had [hence – inserted] [made been – crossed out] an 
[forunner – crossed out] avenue in their [inmuredments??] for the reception of the 
gospel – This dance was truly innocent, a branch in each blacks right hand and those 
who had books held them in their left, facing each other.
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[Written at the side]
on commencing touching each others branch, and then diverging into a crescent form 
continuing dancing before each other, tho they have a book in their left hand they 
do not look up to it, but steadfastly fixing their eyes on the old leaders book, they 
draw in a circle round the leader of the close of the dance, each puts his bough to 
the other merely touching each other at the top with [extending??] arms, which has 
a singular appearance as the top of the boughs meet their bodies are at least 4 or 5 
feet from the centre, the break off shaking the old leader most cordially all of them 
retire – they had a quantity of [provis??] & a large boiler they had [borrages??] full of 
tea, they put down each with his pannican, touching each other, then dipping into one 
fraternal bowl, the old leader set down among them & remainder of the day was spent 
in [feasting??] & drinking of tea – the days afterwards was a different scene.

Source: MLMSS 214, Volume 22 Item 03, pp. 355–58;17 adapted by authors.

3.1.5.2 Neur-re-ung-ern-er
Another important dance noted by Thomas was the Neur-re-ung-ern-er. 
This dance was brought from the Devils River, in Taungurong country. 
Devils River is today the name of an area beside Lake Eildon. It no longer 
appears to be the name of an actual river, but is the name of a district in the 
arm of Lake Eildon that does not include the Goulburn. The information 
about this dance, presented below in Box 3.3, was gained from ‘an old 
favorite black of the tribe’.

As the description below indicates, the dance arose from a dream in which 
one of the ‘Doctors’ (wirrarrap) had seen ‘Great Pundgil (Bundjil) came 
with his big knife & cut off his left arm & then went around the encampt 
and cut off every left arm of man, woman & child’. On waking, he consulted 
with other elders and they decided that to appease ‘Great Pundgil’, they 
would create these four figures representing a family – father, mother, son 
and daughter – and hold a corroboree, presumably once a month. The 
description indicates that this was performed on 20 March 1847, which 
was three days after the new moon and probably the first night that month 
in which a crescent moon would have been seen.

17	  This section, MLMSS 214, Volume 22 Item 03, has not been photographed by the State Library of 
NSW. However, one of the authors (Morey) has taken photos of this section and checked the transcription 
of this dance against those photographs. The whole of this section of the manuscript is gathered into a 
single volume, along with other parts of ‘Box 22’ that have been photographed by the library.
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Given the reference in the text to ‘the cabalous judical proceeding some days 
on the topic touching the death of a young woman’ and to ‘Narrumbul – 
used as a sign of grief ’ and ‘Yar-kah’s – exclamations of anguish and pain’, 
this particular ceremony was perhaps also a mourning ceremony following 
this woman’s death.

Box 3.3: Description of the Neur-re-ung-ern-er dance

[p. 133]
[On the side]
Paper 6th to Mr Duffy Sacred Dances Sacred [Dances or – inserted] traditional [dances 
– crossed out] are generally accompanied by figures cut rudely from sheets of bark 
[from the neighbouring tribes – inserted] on which is decorated by the artist, by the 
direction of the Priest or Doctors – who gravely sits smoking his pipe while givin 
instructions

Neur-re-ung-ern-er

[Main text]
Neur-re-ung-ern-er+, a sacred dance [of – crossed out] [brought from – inserted] the 
Devil River tribe, the great excitement this dance occasioned [among the blacks – 
inserted] led me to be very particular in arriving at the real meaning of it, the blacks 
come for some time desirous to keep me in the dark upon the subject [which led me 
to be more plersaces?? – inserted] and by bribing, importuning & bouncing [at length 
– inserted] was taken aside by an old favorite [black – inserted] of the that tribe who 
on my following him to a large gum tree, presented to my view 4 figures, 2 about 7 
feet long & 2 about 4 feet, saying with a sigh “those are the meaning of the dance 
[by & large more?? see – inserted] like your big one Sunday”, for the blacks are well 
aware that on a Sunday [white – inserted] man goes to church & sings to Pungil 
Marman, On looking at the figures they appeared without any [thing – crossed out][the 
could?? Meaning – inserted] in shape or form that could lead me to suppose that they 
represented any figure human, animal or representation of any of the heavenly bodies, 
as there was some judicial business to settle between 2 tribes and my remaining in 
the encampt indispensible, I seated myself by the old man who was a man of some 
celebracy in the art of interpreting dreams, by his direction those pieces of bark was 
painted [cut to shape – inserted] he carefully [now & then – inserted] acting the part 
of the mechanic [& artist – inserted] in very particularly giving them [exact – inserted] 
form altho the old man when he had with his tommahawk scarcely [given the forms & 
??] made sand figure, it re-
+1st performed at Melbourne Ent 20th March 184718

18	  This is not mentioned in Thomas’s journal of that date (Stephens 2014, 2: 234).
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[p. 134]
remained for him to explain for what they were intended for altho I had seen many of 
these Hieroglyphics these [figures – inserted] were [pusslers??] that I could not even 
conjecture, by & bye you see, said he”. [as – crossed out] the artist began to mix up 
his colours [just as I was getting regularly excited – inserted] a regular shindy at this 
[juncture – crossed out] [moment – inserted] was up [in the encampt – inserted] it was 
the cabalous judical proceeding some days on the topic touching the death of a young 
[woman – crossed out] [lubra – inserted] hastening to the spot where soon commenced 
showers of missiles. I was detained for some hours and had [nearly – crossed out] [at 
the moment – inserted] [forgs??] then, the [old – inserted] interpreters figures but [for 
– crossed out] a young [man – crossed out] [black – inserted] of my tribe making some 
inquiry of me if I had seen any figures of the Devils River Blacks alluding to the big 
Sunday Corrobery that was to take place at night. I told him I had but could not make 
them out & with my stick scribed the form of them on the ground. The old man show’d 
great anger at the young [man – crossed out] [black – inserted] prying into myste-
[Written on the side]
Verbatim as sent to Mr
Duffy, 6th paper, Merri V [??]
8th June 1850

[p. 135]
ries that theyV alone [should – crossed out] [could – inserted] explain, [and – crossed 
out] [here comes in the note v – inserted] it required some of my interference to make 
all right between the young inquisitive black & the old [man – crossed out] [savage – 
inserted] it must be understood that a sacred dance is brought & conveyed from one 
tribe to another [as missionary exertions to foreign ?? – inserted] [and – crossed out] 
the first time it is performed all those who have not seen it are supposed to be, in fact 
are, ignorant of its meaning, till after it is over, such is their intense anxiety to become 
acquainted with any supernatural thing, that altho perfectly new as it regards figure 
motion [posite?? it – inserted] & yet after the dance is over the strangers will remember 
every motion & give you a full description not a mere desultory one – after the dance is 
over, the old [men – crossed out] [Dr or Priest – inserted] when the blacks are all settled 
in their miams generally about midnight will explain to the tribe to which they belong, 
the cause & meaning of the dance & figures [& what led it be performed – inserted]. [It 
was – inserted] towards sundown when I
v for the old [men – crossed out] [priests & – inserted] doctors [be – crossed out] engross 
the whole [of capability – crossed out] [power – inserted] of unravelling [mysterious – 
inserted] things the young [men – crossed out] are supposed to be perfectly ignorant 
of anything but the spear & [?? – crossed out]
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[p. 136]
returned to the old Devils River Doctor, who was seated with all the dignity of a man 
of importance around him was several children [& young men as tho he was lecturing 
them – inserted] & the four pieces of bark I had seen in the forenoon lay on the ground 
each on a layer of leaves, they had been some hours out of the hand of the artist, they 
[had – crossed out] struck me at once by the colours on them of being a rude record of 
awful bodings mingled with hope, he pointing to them that was to convey the coming 
night (with a divining eye) an explanation of what they represented, the up-per part 
of them gave my gessing imagination some rude representation of a human head, 
but the other part gave me no link to suppose such to be the case, my excitement & 
curiosity was raised [looks, height – inserted] when the old mane taking me aside said 
‘see you’, the NarrumbulV border round it, with a knowing
ing
v used as sign of grief &

[p. 137]
ing sigh, I do, said I, do you see the WeerupV, I do said I, some of his cotemporary 
aged savans seeing me deedy in conversation with the interpreter drew nigh the [old 
priest – inserted] beckoned to me with a heave of his chest [indicative of its serious 
importance – inserted] to cease conversation. [which confidential hint I immediately 
took – inserted] and as the others drew night we merely conversed on the expectation 
of the coming [mysterious – inserted] dance. These figures were [at night – inserted] 
borne in the dance by a Man, a Woman, a young lass, & a [young – crossed out] youth 
The dancers were all in bending position. The right hand closely pressing the right 
[pressur – crossed out] breast. The elbow projecting out, the feet closely together 
and knees projecting with a wonderful trembling, [the – crossed out] baffling even 
St. Vitus dance to mimic, the left arm could not be seen, as the feet were so closely 
kept together, while with simultaneous Yar-kah’s1, the air was sent out with yelling 
[Yar kah’s is an exclamation of anguish or pain – inserted] while the leader’s mumbling 
drones were occasionally heard in the intervals of the Yarkah’s, this
dan
v emblematic of joy or hope
1 Exclamation of anguish & pain

[p. 138]
[sacred – crossed out] dance [went on – inserted], lasted till near 2 in the morning the 
misterious dance gave me fruitless surmises during the night to know what it [could 
– inserted] mean[t – crossed out], in the morning my old friend the diviner, when most 
of then of the blacks had left [for Melbourn – crossed out] [the encampment for food 
– inserted] or asleep from the fatigue of the past night, after begging me not to tell 
any other other white [person – crossed out] [man – inserted] in a most solemn grave 
manner, stated “that his tribe were all encamped in the ranges of their country, that 
one night one of the Doctors dreamed that while they all lay asleep Great Pundgil 
came [with his big knife – inserted] & cut off his left arm & then went around [the 
encampt – inserted] and cut off every left arm of man woman & child, that the Encampt 
was full of far Kah’s, after cutting off all of the left arms, [he – crossed out] [Pundgyl – 
inserted] was going to cut off their right arms when [they – crossed out] all [the blacks 
– inserted] put their hand [that was – inserted] left to their breast & trembling cried no 
cut off right arm too, & Pundgil had pity & said well
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[p. 139]

Neur reungern ner, a sacred Dance Devils River Tribe
[Note: original image is in colour.]

[p. 140]
no cut off now another time, the dreamer woke, and was so terrified that he roused the 
whole encampt [& no more slept – inserted] that the blacks were terribly frightened 
as he related the dream and that [at daybreak – inserted] the Doctors & enchanters 
consulted [among themselves – inserted] [at day break – crossed out] [what could 
this mean – inserted] during their consultation & invocations the blacks were in the 
greatest excitement [that – crossed out] after long consultation & invocations they 
brought forth the four [effigies – inserted] [figures one – crossed out] representing a 
man, [another his wife – crossed out] [wife or woman – inserted], [his – crossed out] son 
& daughter or the tribe a man woman, male and female child, informing the blacks 
that Pundgyl was very angry & that the only way to appease him [was – crossed out] 
& to keep off the [further – inserted] act of Pundgyl wrath was to corroberry for one 
moon every night in the attitude described by the dreamer as he found himself and 
[when he awoke – inserted] felt in his dream [further – inserted] that these effigies 
were to be borne in presence of the dancers to excite them to [their – inserted] [?? 
purpose – crossed out] what might have taken place had not the diviners prevented by 
their wisdom ( in producing this dance) the wrath of Pundgyl. end

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 21 Item 06, commencing at SLNSW_FL841074.
jpg; adapted by authors.
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There are a number of Indigenous words in the text, presented in example 
(3.1), with regularisations in bold, including some cries.

(3.1) Neur-re-ung-ern-er ‘name of the dance’
neyurreyungana

Narrumbul ‘used as sign of grief & border around representation 
of the human head’

n(h)arrumbul

Weerup ‘emblematic of joy or hope’
wirrap

 Yar-kah ‘Exclamation of anguish & pain’
ya-ga

 Kah ‘the cry in the dream of the “Dr” that Pundgil had 
come and cut off everyone’

ga

Notes
The name of this dance may derive from the word for ‘gum’ given as 
Neureurong in Barry (1867); this word was spelled by Thomas as Neureurong 
and defined as ‘a kind of Terpentine eases out of stringy bark’, in other 
words ‘sap’.

The most common word for ‘cut’ is galba-, although Robinson gives the 
word Pin de nung to mean ‘cut with a knife’ (‘Vocabulary of the languages 
spoken by the Waverong and Biggah Tribes’, SLNSW A 7086 part 3, 
pp. 22–52; original transcription in Clark 2002: 165–77).

3.1.5.3 Emu corroboree
The Emu corroboree is documented by William Thomas in an undated 
notebook, a scan of which is found in the Robert Brough Smyth papers 
(SLV MS 8781, Box 1176/6, p. 116), presented here as Box 3.4. Nothing 
is known about what songs might have been sung in combination with this 
corroboree.



245

3. EASTERN KULIN SONGS

Box 3.4: Emu corroboree

There are two other varieties of the Korroboery practiced by some the … are of a 
more interesting kind – One of these consists of a sort of scientific representation 
of the manner in which the emu is captured – the bird is therefore introduced in the 
performance by an effigy of it as a large as life cut out of a piece of bark, & where 
movements are conducted by a boy behind it. – The individual personating the hunter 
is an Aborigl armed & as in the actual pursuit with the branch of a tree, behind which 
he conceals himself. – Others are engaged in endeavors to direct the attention of 
the bird from the designs upon its life. – A length the fatal blow is struck & the prey 
secured, which is indeded by a variety of evolutions & gesticulations, expressive of 
the great joy which such an ovation is calculated to inspire in the breast of an hungry 
savage. – the whole terminated with a sort of gymnastic march to a somewhat martial 
air & at length ends with a sudden lifting up of the arm, and a shout.

Source: Thomas, SLV MS 8781, Box 1176/6, pp. 116–17; adapted by authors.

3.1.5.4 Donkey dance
In November 1861, Thomas made a note to discuss a dance that he had 
either witnessed or heard about with Wonga (SLNSW MLMSS 214, 
Volume 21 Item 06, SLNSW_FL841095.jpg):

Ask Wonga 24/11/61. Another Dance – near Porters on the River 
Plenty & Yarra – where was a large Donkey & figures like men on 
them &c.

This dance is also referred to again by Thomas in information collected 
from Wonga, where it is made clear that this was a day dance: ‘Another 
Dance at Mr Porters Plenty & Yarra Donkey day dance & Images’ (SLNSW 
MLMSS 214, Volume 21 Item 11).

We do not know the date of its performance, but Thomas has left a large 
drawing of the dance ground (see Figure 3.1). It was perhaps in the 1840s. 
The location was on the Yarra River near the mouth of the Plenty River. 
In 1838, that land was known as ‘Cleveland’ and was purchased by George 
Porter in the 1838 land sales.19

The full transcription of the written information on this page is presented 
as Box 3.5:

19	  A map showing Porter’s land is found in Anne Marsden and Marcus Langdon, ‘George Isaac Porter: 
Across Two Worlds’, Melbourne Mechanics Institution – 1st Committee of Management 1839, The 
Melbourne Athenaeum, March 2014, accessed 7 April 2024, melbourneathenaeum.org.au/wp-content/
uploads/2023/06/firstcommittee_porter.pdf.

http://melbourneathenaeum.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/firstcommittee_porter.pdf
http://melbourneathenaeum.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/firstcommittee_porter.pdf
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Box 3.5: Thomas’s description of the Donkey dance

64 A fragment The flags had a very gay appear
ance – on very high gum sap-
lings, every branch & twig cut
off, quite perpendicular, cut &
let into the ground a great depth

Dances, Effigys &c
Belonging to Veinee

fire

flags, 
handkerchiefs 
of
gay colours, 
some 5
handkerchiefs 
long

5
4
3
2
& slips of 
led sheits

[written around the top of the drawing and extending down]

15 yards circumference – 20 yards in length

Two male & two females leads

the dance

Figures 3ft, 2in high & ½ man above

20 inches on the Donkey

Paget King Mt Cole Tribe
a very good man
go-up above the sky & bring em
down Book & Corrobery Kulbuli

Flags at each end

You get it netbo
what me say

[written on the left hand side of the first figure] 
5 feet 8 in high 

[written on the right hand side of the first figure] 
5 feet 8 in high 

[written sideways on the right hand side of the second figure] 
All are burried when die and
the Moorup of good man
come thro. the fire
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[written at the bottom]
Kunnuwurren, Queen always
go up to school
Tununderboolook Tribe beyond
Mt Cole, long long way NW

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 03 Item 01, SLNSW_FL827802.jpg; adapted by 
authors.

Figure 3.1: Thomas’s description of the Donkey dance, 1861
Source: Courtesy of State Library of NSW (MLMSS 214, Volume 03 Item 01, SLNSW_
FL827802.jpg).
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Note that Mount Cole is south of the Pyrenees, in Tjapwurrung territory, 
and it appears that this page refers to several different events and narratives. 
One of them is about a king from beyond Mount Cole (in the Pyrenees, 
Djadjawurrung territory) going up above the sky to get ‘corroberries’ and 
one of the things he is bringing down is ‘Book’; the book referred to being 
the Bible. It was probably viewed as a form of talisman, rather than as 
a religious object.

In connection with the view of the Bible as an object, it is interesting to note 
that when Morton Plains Bobby (see section 2.1.1) was dying at Ebenezer in 
1896 the missionary approached him to read the Bible and pray. Old Bobby 
showed no interest in prayer but allowed the missionary to scatter holy 
water around and took the Bible and held it to his chest as he dismissed the 
missionary (Ted Ryan, pers. comm.).

Note that in the Weinnie dance (section 3.1.5.1), the ‘Book’ is also very 
prominent.

3.1.5.5 New Moon corroboree
It appears that a New Moon corroboree may have been performed every 
month up until 1846. In a diary entry dated Wednesday 28 January 1846, 
Thomas notes ‘Grand Corroboree New Moon’ (SLNSW MLMSS 214, 
Volume 03 Item 04). The new moon occurred at 9.23 a.m. Universal time 
on 27 January 1846, which was 7.23 p.m. Melbourne.20

In his diary entry for 26 February 1846, he notes ‘Blacks have their last grand 
corroboree – New Moon’ (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 03 Item 04). 
(The actual new moon was 25 February at 7.32 p.m. Universal time or 5.32 
a.m. Melbourne time on 26 February.)

The new moon would only have been visible on the day of the corroboree 
as a very thin sliver in the late afternoon, as the sun would have still been 
up at the time the moon was setting. This suggests that the New Moon 
corroboree was always held on the night after people observed that the 
moon was completely invisible. Little is known about the documentation 
of the phases of the moon by the Indigenous groups in Melbourne, but the 
accuracy of the dates of their corroborees in 1846 suggests they had a clear 

20	  Date and time collected from AstroPixels.com, ‘Phases of the Moon: 1801 to 1900: Universal Time’, 
accessed 30 April 2019, astropixels.com/ephemeris/phasescat/phases1801.html.

http://astropixels.com/ephemeris/phasescat/phases1801.html
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system for keeping track of the phases of the moon. Note that the Neur-
re-ung-ern-er dance (section 3.1.5.2) was held at the new moon in March 
1847, a full year after what Thomas described as the ‘last grand corroboree’.

3.1.5.6 ‘Blood Feud’ described in Howitt
Howitt describes what he terms a ‘Blood Feud’ and consequent corroboree 
in the manuscripts in the State Library of Victoria (MS Box 1053/2, p. 27). 
There are no details about any of the songs performed there. It is possible 
that the songs discussed in section 3.4.15 were sung on this occasion. 
A section of the description of the ‘Blood Feud’ is presented here as Box 3.6:

Box 3.6: Blood Feud

The Echuca men who were to throw at him in front of their friend in a mob. They threw 
so many spears and boomerangs at him that I cannot count them – there were nine to 
ten of the Echuca men throwing at him. At last a [spear – crossed out] a reed spear 
went through his side. Just then – it was about ten o’clock in the morning – a [man – 
crossed out] Headman from the Seymour blacks who had heard what was going to 
be done came up. He had followed after the Echuca men. He came in between the 
Echuca men and us and shouted out “Enough” “Enough” – then he said to the Echuca 
men – why did you come here – you should go home to your own country. The spear 
throwing was then stopped. They had had blood and all were friends. We had a very 
great corroboree after that at which all these people joined.

Yarra Men

x x x x x

Seymour ͼ Billybellary

King ͼ

x x

x x Westernport

x xx x x ͼ Headman

Echuca x xx x

Men x xx x

x ͼ Capt Turnbull

x x x x x x x x x x x x x Werribee

Mt Macedon Geelong ͼ Benbow

Source: Howitt, SLV MS Box 1053/2, p. 27, hw0391.pdf, p. 40, adapted by authors.
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3.1.5.7 Corroboree recorded by Georgiana McCrae
Georgiana McCrae includes a description of a corroboree in her journal 
(1966: 212):

DESCRIPTION OF A CORROBOREE

When there is a Corrobera or Native War Dance the men assemble 
to prepare for the dance, the fire being lighted (for they dance round 
a fire), the dancers tie wisps of straw or grass round their legs; they 
take their weapons in their hands and feet and wait till the Corrobera 
sticks begin to beat and the native songs begin, they then begin to 
dance with the utmost fury, beating the clubs and spears together, 
cooeing now and then, the clang of the weapons, the din of their 
songs and the trampling of their feet is enough to break the drums 
of one’s ears. The men, women, and children each have a separate 
Corrobera. The Corrobera of the women is so like that of the men 
that it needs not be described. The Corrobera of the children … the 
children light a fire and dance round it, beating time with sticks till 
both their arms and legs get tired. As soon as they are tired they sit 
down and eat their repast. Each wraps himself in his opossum rug 
and retires to his miamia or native hut, they then huddle themselves 
up in their rugs and listen to the clamour of their seniors till they 
fall asleep. The dance ends, the men go to their huts to sing away till 
day-break for the dance is kept up nearly the whole night.

3.1.5.8 Corroborees recorded by George 
Augustus Robinson
Robinson, starting from his 1839 journals (Clark 1998, 1), mentions a 
number of corroborees, some of which are mentioned here.21 The earliest 
documented seems to have been on Thursday 14 March 1839. ‘I paid a visit 
accompanied by my VDL22 Aborigines to the corrobbery of the Port Phillip 
Natives.’ A more substantial event was described for 28 March 1839:

28th March ‘In the eveining corrobery and a grand display of 
fire works. The white inhabitants, of which there where a large 
assembly behaved very orderly, and the entertainment went off with 
exclamation. The natives highly pleased altho much difficulty was 
experienced in allaying their suspicions. They having been told by 

21	  There has never been a full study of all the records of corroborees performed in Victoria in original 
sources like Robinson, Thomas and newspaper accounts.
22	  Van Diemen’s Land.
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the depraved whites that the feast was a decoy where they would be 
prisoned or surrounded and sent off to VDL and be shot. This was 
what I had fully expected and it therefore caused me no manner 
of surprise.’

A ritual fight held on 11 April 1839 is described in detail (transcription 
from Clark 1998, 1). The figures referred to in this text are figures in 
Clark (1998):

Thurs 11th April

‘Am received note from Lonsdale by Billy Lonsdale informing me 
that the Wartowong or Barrabal Hill blacks were in the township.’

‘Pm walked to the native encampment, natives all busy preparing 
spears and other native weapons and I was informed that the 
Wartowerongs had arrived and was on the encamping ground to 
the westward. Went and visited them. They were all seated in one 
group with their spears and other implements of war in their hands. 
These whole persons were decorated or marked in different device 
with a yellow earth or clay. Their heads were completely bedaubed 
as indicating I believe of hostile feeling. The resident tribes said they 
were big one sulky. They had come it appeared with the intention of 
redressing their wrongs done to their tribe by some of the Waverong. 
King Bull and Devilliers, who it appeared had murdered one of their 
tribe: Der.in.der.in brother. They marched to the camping ground 
in military way in a compact body and seated themselves on the 
western extremity on the bare ground. There were the men and 
youths 36 in number viz 25 adults and 11 lads.’

‘A large assemblage of whites, many of whom were low characters, 
surrounding them. ½ an hour after their arrival the women and 
children came in carrying what we supposed at a distance spears 
but which proved to be sticks about seven feet long and one inch 
and ½ thick, called Tilbert. There were 36 individuals among the 
females, viz. 19 women and 17 children, total number of the tribe 
72. Mr Thomas and Parker was on the ground. The women sat 
down about 200 yards in rear of the men at the foot of a large tree. 
Soon after the arrival of the women, one of the men named [blank] 
attended to by seven or eight others went out from the group they 
were divested of their garments or mantle with their waist girt and 
their implements of war in their hand, they took up their station 
on the rising ground opposite Mr Close [Clow’s] house and then 
displayed a variety of menacing or war attitudes, a great deal of 
gesticulation accompanied the same. The seven or eight attendants 
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were also armed their position was in the following manner: 
[Figure 4.1]. The one that gave the challenge in front attendants 
a few yards in the rear. After the challenge was given they then 
advanced and nearby at the same time they were saluted by a loud 
shout or yell by the Waverongs and Tar.goon.ger.rong combined 
and who immediately were seen descending the hill towards the 
Wortowerongs and wending their way among the trees which had 
an imposing and pleasing effect. I advanced to meet the Waverongs 
and Tar.goon.ger.rongs, met Bull or [blank] who was coming down 
the hill by himself, told him to desist from fighting. A large party 
to the northward of Bull all in battle array was proceeding to the 
fighting ground. There were lookers on. To the south the party of 
Waverong and Tardoongerongs were descending and beyond them 
the women and children. They met on the low ground and formed 
in battle order thus: [Figure 4.2], and then commenced a vehement 
discussion, shaking their spears and clubs at each other.’

Women’s fight is described ‘After pacifying and separating the 
women I hastened to where the men were engaged. They had it 
appeared exchanged spears during my short absence and were in a 
state of great excitement brandishing their spears and making a great 
show of war attitudes but the principle part of their proceeding was 
coloqual. They, the natives, called and entreated me to get out of 
the way and let them fight. I said they should not. Big Jaggy Jaggy 
was very pert and told me to go away. I said I would not. He said 
buggah my eyes, but I was aware he did not understand what he 
was saying. Captain Baccus assisted me in some degree. Some of the 
whites said I was exposing myself to danger, it would not do to think 
of it. Mr Grills and Waterfield did not try to stop the combatants. 
All the whites kept at a great distance. After some considerable parley 
the combatants withdrew.’

‘Where I shook hands with all the parties and they acknowledged that 
fight all gone by and by plenty at corrobbery many very interesting 
and affectionate scenes occurred during these occasions when the 
Wartowerongs came in some of the opposite party came to diferent 
individuals and embraced each other in the most affectionate 
manner. They had been at one time intimate friends or were related 
by marriage but the custom of their respective tribes now for a short 
time disavered them until the wrongs inflicted on their people or 
nation had been redressed. When these parties met they mutually 
embraced each other. In the evening I attended their corrobberies, 
two parties were corrobberying at the same time a large party of 
ruffians were on the ground but behaved in an orderly manner. A vast 
difference to what it was when I arrived first. The encamping ground 
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presented a well lit appearance, no less than 75 fires were counted by 
me and I have no doubt but 100 fires or more were burning. There 
could not be less than 500 natives in the camp the natives wanted 
to know when they were to have another feast. They appeared all 
tolerably well contented.’

A second dance was described by Robinson from 1839 (transcription from 
Clark 1998, 1: 103). This names the dance as mur.re.ne.nene, and it was 
described as a religious ceremony similar to the ‘White man’s Sunday’. 
The name of this ceremony is very similar to the Murrunawa recorded by 
Thomas (see section 3.4.2), which was a daytime dance. Robinson collected 
his information from an Indigenous man, Mr King, who was from the 
Goulburn and was therefore probably a Thagungwurrung speaker. There is 
a photograph of Mr King taken by Carl Walter (1831–1907) and entitled 
‘Mr King, chief of the Goulburne [Goulburn] Tribe and Mary, King Billy’s 
woman, Carngham [Lake Burrumbeet], 1866’.23 Robinson wrote (in Clark 
1998, 1: 103):

Account of special ceremony closed to whites called mur.re.ne.nene. 
Possibly to encourage friendship b/w Pt Phillip & Goulburn blacks. 
Sketchy account but worth examining.

Wednesday 20 November 1839

AM was informed that the natives were about having a grand 
ceremony. The men and women were painting themselves. That it 
had begun in the evening by the women cutting off the hair from 
the young men of the Goulburn blacks, and by their throwing about 
firesticks. Hastened to the spot, but they were just returning as I got 
to the camp. They say it is like white man’s Sunday. Hence it is a 
religious ceremony. Mr King, a native, say they call it mur.re.ne.nene. 
Said they did not like white man to see it and said they could not 
have it again as they would all die. Said like white man’s Sunday. Said 
they have fire in each hand and that it resembles white man’s book. 
Mr King, I was told by my son, acted as a sort of priest. Mr King 
said it was like a long time ago when they were in the woods before 
white people came. Boy or young man named Kur.mul, also a young 
woman named War.er.bur.er.bine. Said they shivered like plenty 
cold. The men and women were painted in a fantastic manner. Their 
bodies red with white spots and white marks and yellow feathers of 

23	  The photo can be seen at Maxine Briggs, Jane Lydon and Madeleine Say, ‘Collaborating: 
Photographs of Koories in the State Library of Victoria’, LaTrobe Journal 85: 121, 2010, latrobejournal.slv.
vic.gov.au/latrobejournal/issue/latrobe-85/t1-g-t9.html.

http://latrobejournal.slv.vic.gov.au/latrobejournal/issue/latrobe-85/t1-g-t9.html
http://latrobejournal.slv.vic.gov.au/latrobejournal/issue/latrobe-85/t1-g-t9.html
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cockatoo and shells kangaroo teeth. The men and women marked. 
My son said they ran about in two or three parties as fast as they 
could and talking to each other. I requested the opportunity of 
seeing this ceremony. The men and women had a […] appearance 
being painted. After the ceremony they went to Melbourne in their 
fancy colouring. … Called at native camp 7pm. Thomas’ man came 
to let me know that the natives were performing another sort of 
ceremony. It was all over when I arrived. It seems four women of the 
Waverong and Boongerong went naked to the Goulburn and cut off 
their hair. The Goulburn the preceding night took the Port Phillip 
rugs, blankets, beads &c which the others allowed and tonight the 
Port Phillip natives returned the compliment but it seems that the 
Goulburn blacks took in hand part at least some of them.

3.1.5.9 Other mentions of corroborees
Corroborees were mentioned in relation to the Melbourne area in a multitude 
of publications, and it is not possible to list them all here. A.W. Howitt, 
both in the manuscripts (State Library of Victoria, Museums Victoria) and 
in his publications, makes multiple references. Every time that a corroboree 
is mentioned relating to song, we have specifically included that in this 
text. There are multiple references to corroborees in Robinson’s journals 
(Clark 1998), Thomas’s journals (Stephens 2014) and in Fels (2011).

A late corroboree was documented by Frederick Revans Chapman, who 
arrived in Melbourne in late 1854, aged five, and lived there for 10 years. 
He published his reminiscences in the Victorian Historical Magazine in 
1917 (Chapman 1917) and also in several newspaper articles, including 
this in the Prahran Telegraph, 5 January 1918:24

I remember our excitement when one day, probably in 1857, 200 
blacks from Gippsland arrived suddenly in Hotham street, trooping 
towards Elsternwick. An hour or two later a solitary gin appeared, and 
we gave her something to eat. She followed the tracks of the tribe in 
the dusty road, and when we asked her if she could see her husband’s 
tracks, she pointed them out to us amid hundreds of others, and 
started away to follow them at a run, pursuing an irregular course 
such as he had taken when carelessly strolling with the mob. In the 
evening we followed the blacks, hearing that they were going to hold 
a corroboree, and found the whole tribe camped at a place where the 

24	  Frederick Revans Chapman, ‘In the Fifties; South Yarra and Toorak: St. Kilda’, Prahran Telegraph, 
5 January 1918, 2. We are grateful to Ian Clark for pointing out this reference.
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trees were fairly thick. There were no residences near, save a house 
or two along the Brighton road, some distance away. I think the 
spot must have been somewhere not far from where, in later years, 
Sir Frederick Sargood built his fine house. [** ‘Rippon Lee,‘ near the 
present railway bridge in Hotham street, Elsternwick. –Ed.] Here 
were [sic] stayed until midnight, mixing with the blacks, listening 
to their chants, and watching the strange and grave dances of the 
corroboree circle.

3.1.6 Invitation to the corroboree
The call to a corroboree was an important part of the process, described in 
Howitt (1904: 700f ). This included the counting of days until the ceremony 
occurred using body parts (information collected for the Wotjobaluk tribe 
(1904: 701); also SLV MS Box 1053/6 (b), hw0421.pdf, p. 26). This body 
part counting probably had multiple uses.

In the State Library of Victoria (MS Box 1053/2; now photographed as 
hw0391.pdf, pp. 9 and 10) there is a detailed description of this process. 
Ball games were an important part of the corroboree, it seems:

It was the Head man who summoned assemblies for ceremonial, or 
for arranged fights or for war. The messenger carried certain article 
which were appropriate to each kind of message as his credentials 
and he carried the message in his mouth. [The messenger was called 
Wir-i-giri and would be a young man, ‘the ngŭrŭng gaeta would 
say to him go to such that mob and take the word to meet us over 
there’ – inserted]. As an example maybe taken a message sent by 
a Ngŭrŭng-gaeta to assemble the people to a [ceremonial and – 
crossed out] festive gathering at which there would be corroborees 
and ball playing. The messenger would [then – crossed out] carry the 
[following – crossed out] yarŭk = message stick & the message itself 
was called ‘Pai-ara’.

The meaning of the Yarŭk is ‘to bring up every man in the bush 
– even if a man were living with a settler he must come. If I sent 
such a Yarŭk I should say to the Wirigiri – take this and give it 
to the Ngŭrŭngaeta at such a place and tell him my Paiara. – that 
Ngŭrŭngaeta would then show it to his [men – crossed out] [people 
– inserted] and then send it on’. In company with the Yarŭk would 
be sent also – the Mangūrt which is a ball of about [2½ to – inserted] 
3 inches diameter made of opossum skin with fur outside sown up 
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tightly. This ball is used in the favourite game of Ball play at which 
the different totems take different sides. With the Kulin Bunjil and 
Waa took opposite sides. The Mangūrt is also used to send to a 
friend as a token of regard. It was pointed out to me by William 
[that – crossed out] when I expressed a wish to send by him a small 
present in money to an Omeo black of my acquaintance who lived 
in the same hut with him that my present ought to be accompanied 
by a ‘Mangūrt’ in order to make ‘Charleys heart-glad’. This was 
accordingly done.

Together with Yarŭk and Mangūrt the messenger also carried as 
intimating the [full – crossed out] intended Corroboree

a Brandjep = the mans apron made of a kangaroo rat skin cut 
into strands; a Kaiŭng = womans apron of strings [2 – written 
underneath] pendant [1 – written underneath] and djir-rŭn = reed 
which was used in some parts of the corroboree. William further said 
‘the Wirigirri in giving these things to the Ngŭrŭngaeta would give 
my Paiara and say “Kūlin send these to you to be good friends and 
not to grumble any more but have joy and gladness”’. –––

[Marginal text on p. 9 of the PDF:]

The Headman makes the Yarŭk

This word Yarŭk [– Yarŭk is magic – message stick is mūngū kalk 
or barndana]

The printed version of this information is found in Howitt (1904: 700, 701). 
This transcription relates to the generic invitation, but also probably refers 
to the Charley who was sent by Howitt to gather people for the restaging 
of the Gippsland initiation ceremony (see section 5.2.21.2). Note that this 
passage also contains reference to the ‘ball’, spelled Mangūrt by Howitt, 
which is probably a cognate word with Marngrook, spelled as marn-grook 
in Smyth (1878, 1: 176), with William Thomas given as his source. Thomas 
spells this word as Man-gut (SLNSW MLMSS 214 Volume 23 Item 02), 
and Robinson gives the word for ‘catch it’ as man.gote (SLNSW A 7086 
part 4, pp. 113–48). 
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3.1.6.1 Welcoming words
Related to the invitation are a set of utterances recorded in Smyth (1878, 
1: 133):

If the mission is a friendly one, the stick is streaked mostly with red-
ochre (Werrup); but if unfriendly, or for the purpose of demanding 
satisfaction for injuries done, or for war, then it is mostly streaked 
with white-ochre (Ngarrimbul). The principal man, in putting this 
stick into the hands of the messenger, and having named the tribe for 
which the invitation is intended, says, ‘You hold this now’ (Koong-
ak kinee Mirrambinerr). ‘Look out and find plenty of blackfellows’ 
(Yane-wat benjer oonee kolen). ‘You tell all blackfellows to come here’ 
(Toombooni boole-anin kolen-yan-an niool or Tom-buk U-mar-ko 
Koolin Ner-lin-go).

Analysis of these utterances is presented in (3.2):

(3.2.1) Koong-ak kinee Mirrambinerr

You hold this now. 

gunga-k gini marrambinharr

take-imp this you
‘You, take this!’

(3.2.2) Yane-wat benjer oonee kolen.

Look out and find plenty of blackfellows 

yana-wat bendjeru-ni guliny

go-2pl several-dem people
‘You all go (and find) the people.’

Note
The suffix -ni may be some kind of demonstrative, compare nhinihi ‘here’ 
in Mathi-Mathi in example (2.59).

(3.2.3) Toombooni boole-anin kolen yan-an niool

You tell all blackfellows to come here 

dhumba-uny buli-anan guliny yana- ni-yul

tell-? ? person go dem
‘Tell … the people to go.’
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(3.2.4) Tom-buk U-mar-ko Koolin Ner-lin-go.

You tell all blackfellows to come here 

dhumba-k yumago kuliny nhaling(g)u

speak-imp mob/all person return
‘Tell the people to all return.’

Note
The word umarko is found very frequently in the Thomas papers with the 
meaning ‘all’.

3.1.7 Learning new dances and songs
A number of the dances and songs presented here, such as the Gaiggip 
(section 3.4.7) and dances described in sections 3.1.5.1 and 3.1.5.2, were 
brought from other places and learned by the local people. Thomas noted in 
his diary on 22 May 1856 that this process continued well into the period 
of colonisation, stating that he did ‘find from two blacks that I met that the 
Yarra blacks had all left range for the Goulbourn for 2 Moons to learn a new 
Corrobery’ (Stephens 2014, 3: 79).

Further research into the process of learning the new songs and dances will 
depend on finding more sources relating to this.

3.1.8 Musical terminology in Eastern Kulin 
languages
Words connected with the idea of singing and the names of some types 
of songs are listed in Table 3.2. The regularisations in this table follow 
Blake (1991) but use voiceless stops, as is the practice for regularisations 
throughout this book.

A number of dialogues recorded by Thomas include discussion in relation to 
the performance of dances and songs; these are presented in section 3.1.8.2. 
A list of words on the relationship between corroborees and war follows in 
section 3.1.8.3, and decorations/ochre in section 3.1.8.4. Welcoming words 
were already given in section 3.1.6.1.
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Table 3.2: Glossary of words relating to singing in East Kulin languages

Regularised word Gloss Source

yinga-
-natj
-n/ -ny
-in
-k
-ila-i ‘freq-imp’
-djirri-wat ‘recip-2pl’
-buny

sing engeng ‘chant’ (Green), ‘ditty (song)’; ying.er.net ‘sing’ 
(Robinson)
Forms recorded in Thomas MSS: yengernboneit 
‘sing’; yeng ‘hum’; yen yen; yen-gern; yeng-nyin ‘hymn 
or song’; yengerk; yeng-erk; yen-urk ‘sing, singing’; 
yengarbon ‘you sing’
yengerly ‘go on sing again’; yingg-il-i;
ying-derrewat ‘sing all of you’, ying-gahr-bay ‘sing’

ngarrga
-i ‘imp’
-un ‘3sg?’
-ila-i ‘freq-imp’
-ibet(j)
-iyal
-(w)iyn
-natj

dance nar.ra.gwine rhm ‘corrobbery’ (Robinson); Ingargiull 
‘corrobboree’ (Smyth 1878, 1: 425)
Forms recorded in Thomas MSS:
ngargee ‘Corrobery, there are many kinds of 
corroberie’; ngargee, ngar-ri-gee ‘corroboree’; 
ngārgoon, ngarrgohn ‘corroboree, they have many 
kinds’; nargunile ‘dance, corobory’; narraibbet 
‘corrobery’ (MS 14624). Connected to the word of 
‘chief’ (see section 3.1.3.2)

barran-
-dji ‘imp’

hiss Forms recorded in Thomas MSS:
bur-ren-gee-Lyn-duk ‘to hiss’
bur-ren-kil-ten-dum ‘hissing on passing a … grave’

gurrinda briarr – Forms recorded in Thomas MSS:
korindar briar ‘a delightful song in memoration of an 
awful plague among them’

wulwuk 
balambalam

– Forms recorded in Thomas MSS:
Wool work bullumberlin ‘a day corrobery or dance 
named from Butterfly’

Source: Authors.

Robinson (SLNSW A 7086 part 3, p. 35), gives the word ‘one who makes 
a corroberry, a poet’ as yi-yote kin. This could perhaps be regularised as 
yiyud(h)gin.

3.1.8.1 Corroboirè dialogue from Melbourne
The compiler of State Library of Victoria MS 6290 also recorded a simple 
dialogue about ‘Corroboirè’ in the Melbourne language (Box 3.7). Blake 
(1991) has pointed out that this source is to some extent a mixture of 
Eastern Kulin and Wathawurrung, but it will be treated here as Eastern 
Kulin, as evidenced by the use of the word ngalamba ‘sit’. A second version 
of this dialogue is found in Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain 
and Ireland MS 38, pp. 131–32.
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Box 3.7: Dialogue in the Melbourne dialect

Put on your pipe clay 2 Balmilly-gnŷahn

Get ready to begin 2 Win-dam-mēē

Now girls make a fire 2 Wŭnga-wōōl-wēēn

Now, women, sit down 2 Ngallamby-wŏt-badgirk

You must sing 2 Yaŷn-ngāŷ

Source: SLV MS 6290; adapted by authors.

Our analysis is presented below as examples (3.3) to (3.8):

(3.3) Put on your pipe clay

Balmilly-gnŷahn

balmili-ngan

?

Thomas’s dialogue for western Victoria (see section 2.1.2.1) also has a 
formative mili, as does the dialogue for Wathawurrung (see section 4.1.2). 
A root bal- is also found in Wathawurrung for this sentence, and the 
suggestion is that it may be a word balim ‘bitter’ in combination with a 
frequentative/continuative suffix -ila, or a reflexive -il. Thomas also records 
a word bal-la-bil ‘lime’ that may be related and may contain the ‘having’ 
suffix bil (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 23 Item 02).

(3.4) Get ready to begin

Win-dam-mēē

wiñdha-mi

wh-?
‘Ready.’

The use of a WH word to mean ‘ready’ is also found in Thomas’s dialogue 
for western Victoria (see section 2.1.2.1). In another part of the same 
dialogue, the sentence Windamy-yannōōk-nyit was given as ‘let us proceed 
on our journey’. This is perhaps literally ‘ready to proceed’, where yana- 
is the motion verb ‘go’. The suffix -mi is also found in example (3.11.4).
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(3.5) Now girls make a fire

Wŭnga-wōōl-wēēn

wanga wul(u) wiiny

? ? fire
‘… fire’

The form wulu is not reported by Blake (1991). However, in Thomas 
(SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 23, Item 01, p. 111), there is the following 
sentence:

(3.6) Molocho Kulla Wolwon ner Wein

By & Bye then go off (or leave) and make fire

The word mulugu means ‘later’, and wiiny is ‘fire’ so it may be that the root 
wulu- means ‘make fire’. The root that most closely resembles wolwon ner in 
Thomas’s other records is wool-won ‘run’, which is regularised as wurrwi- by 
Blake (1991).

(3.7) Now, women, sit down

Ngallamby-wŏt–badgirk

ngalamb(a)-i-wat bagurrk

sit-imp-2pl woman
‘Sit down, women!’

Note that Thomas regularly glosses and translates wat as ‘now’ in SLNSW 
MLMSS 214, but it is clearly a 2nd person plural ending.

(3.8) You must sing

Yaŷn-ngāŷ

yinga-i

sing-imp
‘Sing!’

3.1.8.2 Dialogue relating to corroboree
One source of information about the corroboree, which involves dance and 
song, is Thomas’s dialogue published in Smyth (1878, 2:127–28). After 
anexamination of these sentences, we consider that they probably represent 
actual speech, and they do give information about the attitude towards the 
corroboree celebration:
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1.	 It might be cancelled due to inclement weather, and would be cancelled 
in view of the death of a member of the community 

2.	 It was perhaps associated with events like the full moon.

Box 3.8: Dialogue in Smyth

Koolin ngargunner borundut. Blackfellows’ corrobboree to-night

Utur; bullito parn-min boldoneit. No; too much tumble down rain 

Tombannerreunun ngargun, bar 
murrumbeek umallen white money.

You tell ’em blackfellows to corrobboree, 
and me give them white money.

Kooliner, wongrunin bullito, borak 
ngargun.

Blackfellows big one stupid, 
no corrobboree 

Kundee vener borak ngargee kooliner? What for blackfellows no corrobboree ? 

Koolin weakun ninneam werneit. Blackfellows die last moon  

Baborin borundut kooliner ngargee. Blackfellows’ corrobboree tomorrow night 

Yea, ngargoon waga-bil, umarko koolin 
yeilve nier. Mangeit mincam uungo 
womon ?

Yes, big one corrobboree; all blackfellows 
dance. Don’t you know another one moon 
come?

Source: Smyth (1878, 2: 127–28); adapted by authors.

Our analysis of the dialogue in Box 3.8 is presented as (3.9):

(3.9.1) koolin ngargunner borundut

Blackfellows’ corrobboree to-night

guliny ngarrga-nharr burroyn-d-uth

person dance-2sg? night-loc
‘Blackfellow, you are dancing tonight.’

Note
In Wemba-Wemba the cognate word kuli always has plural reference, but if 
our analysis of nner as the 2nd person singular form -nharr is correct, then 
the form of the verb here is singular.

(3.9.2) utur bullito parn-min boldoneit

No ; too much tumble down rain -

yudha buladu barnmin bulda-natj

neg much rain fall-part?
‘No, much rain is falling.’
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Note
Luise Hercus reports that she witnessed a very special ceremony on a full moon 
in another part of Australia, so there might have been some time constraints 
on when these ceremonies could be held. Perhaps, if it was pouring with rain, 
a ceremony might have been postponed, as this sentence implies.

(3.9.3) Tombannerreunun ngargun

You tell ’em blackfellows to corrobboree, 

dhumba-nharr-nhan ngarrg-uny

speak-2sg-1sg dance-3sg

bar murrumbeek umallen white money

and me give them white money.

ba marrambik yumal-uny white money
and 1sg give-3sg
‘You speak and say to them? that (if ) they dance I will give white money.’

Notes
This text suggests that there may have been a custom of payment for 
performances in early colonial Melbourne.

The first word appears to have an object pronoun that is formally similar to 
the 1st person subject pronoun -nhan. This is discussed further in relation 
to the words relating to growing up, presented in section 3.2.6.

(3.9.4) Kooliner wongrunin bullito borak ngargun.

Blackfellows big one stupid, no corrobboree

guliyn-a wongranin buladu borak ngarrg-uny

man-erg? stupid much neg dance-3sg
‘The men are foolish, there is no dance.’

Note: borak ‘neg’ in Wathawurrung and pidgin.

(3.9.5) Kundee vener borak ngargee kooliner?

What for blackfellows no corrobboree ? - -

gundi winha borak ngarrga-i guliny-a

interr what neg dance-?imp man-erg
‘Why are the black men not dancing?’
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Note: kunte is an interrogative word in Wathawurrung (Blake, Clark and 
Krishna-Pillay 1998).

(3.9.6) Koolin weakun ninneam werneit.

Blackfellows die last moon - - - -

guliny wiaguny mirnian wernatj

man dead moon last (night)
‘A man died last month.’

Note: Luise Hercus (pers. comm.) felt that a ceremony would be cancelled 
because of a death. You would not be staying in the same place, you would 
head off to a different camp and that would put an end to any celebratory 
dance.

(3.9.7) Baborin borundut kooliner ngargee.

Blackfellows’ corrobboree to-morrow night -

buyburruwing burrundj-uth guliyn-a ngarrga-i

tomorrow night-loc man-erg dance-?
‘Tomorrow at night the men (will) dance.’

(3.9.8) Yea ngargoon waga-bil umarko koolinge yeilve vier.

Yes, big one corrobboree; all blackfellows dance.

ye ngarrga-uny wagabil yumago guliny-dji yulwi wiya

yes dance-3pres big all, many person-and? ? ?
‘Yes, there will be a big dancing, all the people.’

(3.9.9) mangeit mincam uungo women?

Don’t you know another one moon come?

mangg-atj mirnian yuwango women

make-? moon other come
‘?Making another moon come.’

This last line seems to suggest a belief that a dance was needed to persuade 
the moon to come back every month, hence a regular new moon corroboree 
(see section 3.1.5.5).
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A somewhat different corroboree dialogue from that presented in Smyth 
(1878, 2:127) is found in Thomas’s manuscript, presented as Box 3.9:

Box 3.9: ‘On Corroberree’, dialogue

Black fellow corroberee tonight Kolingee bagrook Ngargoon Borun

Yes big one corroberre, all 
Blackfellows dance, don’t you know 
another one monn kimbarly – what for 
stupid you

Ah Ah ngargoon wagabil, Umarko Koolinge 
yulve, nier naneit mineam uungo Womonx – 
Winda lingo wongrunin murrumbenna

Note: X a term for young male Kangaroo, Barbarista25

Very good, very good where white 
paint me paint legs, let me paint your 
breast and you paint mine

Marnameek, Marnameek, Winda Narrumbul 
Koodywork Murrumbeek, Mullun 
Berkerk Brembremno Murrumbinna bar 
Murrumbinna Murrumbeek Brembrinno

Wantargee My stripes for bottom and 
privates, they are in my small bag

Wantagee murguile kihu, Euletba Billek bar 
boerong – kuding billing

Now where my stiicks, that will do very 
good blackfellows all beat em sticks

Netbo windowring nernulk, nogee 
marnameek tilbounoul koolin nernulk

Come come Blackfellows, you hear 
lubras beating their rugs, and koolin 
singing – Name who lead the dance 
tonight

Ure urebuk koolin, lubras tonboroner 
belp, bar koolin yengerin – nerreno koolin 
yengerin corroberree

Borrenuptune leads, don’t you see him 
standing by the lubras

Borrenuptune yengerin boruin, Nelo narrin 
kargee terredee karbo nge lubras

Make a good large fire, cut down some 
boughs, and get some dry wood.

Mongan Warregut Wein, Tibunner Tarragut 
wyebo, bar wantagee bidderup kulk

You see them Peekaninneys how all 
paint themselves

Nangeit bopup monkeyn, marnameek 
narrumbul borkerk marnameek marnameek

Me big one stupid where my feet 
bands of leaves

Wongurrunin Murrumbeek, Winda murrun 
Tenanho

You hear Borenuptune yengerin and 
lubras tonboroner belp, and the fires 
all burning go now

Nargon Murrumbinna Borenuptune 
yengerin, bar lubra tonboroner belp, bar 
Wein yangamut – netberak

Now

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 23 Item 02, SLNSW_FL814639.jpg, SLNSW_
FL814641 and SLNSW_FL814642.jpg; adapted by authors.

Although this dialogue starts in a similar way to that presented in example 
(3.9), it contains material not found in the earlier dialogue. Our analysis is 
presented in (3.10).

25	  We do not know what Barbarista refers to unless it was used for a young male kangaroo in the 
nineteenth century. 



INDIGENOUS SONGS OF VICTORIA

266

(3.10.1) Kolingee bagrook Ngargoon Borun

Black fellow corroberee tonight

guliny-dji bagurrk ngarrg-uny burruny

man-and? woman dance-3sg night
‘Men and women are dancing tonight.’

Note that in example (3.9.1) the word for night carried a locative suffix, this 
is probably also required here.

(3.10.2) Ah Ah ngargoon wagabil, Umarko Koolinge yulve

Yes big one corroberre, all Blackfellows dance

nga nga ngarrg-uny wagabil yumago guliny-dji yulwi

yes.redupl dance-3sg big, old all, many man-and? ?
‘Yes (they) are dancing (a) big (one). All the men and (women) 
dance …’

This is similar to the line in example (3.9.8).

(3.10.3) nier naneit mineam uungo Womonx

don’t you know another one monn kimbarly

ngaya nang-atj mirnian yuwango wumen

no understand-? moon other come
‘(Do you) not understand that another moon (will) come?’

In the manuscript there is a note on the word womon, ‘a term for young 
male Kangaroo, Barbarista’. We do not understand this note and follow the 
translation on example (3.9.9) where womon is ‘come’.

(3.10.4) winda lingo wongrunin murrumbeena

what for stupid you?

windhalingo wongran-in marrambinharr

what stupid-2sg body-2sg
‘Why are you stupid?’

(3.10.5) Marnameek, Marnameek, Winda Narrumbul Koodywork Murrumbeek

Very good, very good where white paint me paint legs,

manamith manamith windha ngarrambul

good good wh paint
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gudiwuk marrambik

? body.1sg
‘Good good, what paint … me.’

Notes
Blake regularises the word for ‘good’ as manamith, though Thomas’s 
spelling would suggest manamik.

The word for ‘paint, chalk’ is recorded by Bunce as N’garrambul.

We are unable to suggest a meaning for koodywork at this time.

(3.10.6) Mullun Berkuk Brembremno Murrumbinna bar Murrumbinna 
Murrumbeek Brembrinno

let me paint your breast and you paint mine

mal-an berrka-k brimbrim-(nh)u marrambinharr ba

let-1sg paint?-imp breast-3sg.poss? body.2sg and

marrambinharr marrambik brimbrim-(nh)u

body.2sg body.1sg breast-3sg.poss?
‘Let me (put paint) on your breast and you (put it) on my breast.’

The form berkuk is attested by Thomas in the spellings Ber-kerk ‘draw -write 
or mask’ and Ber-koneit ‘to draw’ (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 23 Item 
02, SLNSW_FL814382.jpg).

The form for ‘your breast’ seems to be literally ‘you – it’s breast’.

(3.10.7) Wantagee murguile kihu,

Wantagee

wandhi-dji murrguyil giyu

get.imp clothing for private parts
‘Get my clothing for the private parts.’

Thomas defines Murguile Kihu as ‘Stripes round males back & front 
parts in Corrob’ (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 23 Item 02, SLNSW_
FL814560.jpg).
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(3.10.8) Euletba Billek bar boerong - kuding billing

My stripes for bottom and privates, they are in my small bag

yulid(h)ba bilak ba buyurrung kuding bilang

hide bottom and penis in? bag
‘(They are) for covering the bottom and penis (and are) in? (my) bag.’

Bunce (in Smyth 1878, 2) records the form Yillertbee with the meanings 
‘Cover, to hide, deposit, screen’. This is presumably an imperative form with 
final -i.

Thomas records forms Bil-lake and Billake for ‘bottom’.

Bunce records the word for ‘bag’ as Beelong.

(3.10.9) Netbo windowring nernulk

Now where my sticks,

ned(h)bu windha-rra-ing na(r)nalk

now where-?-? corroboree sticks
‘Now where are the corroboree sticks.’

Thomas defined nernulk as ‘Sticks used in Corrobery’ (SLNSW MLMSS 
214, Volume 23 Item 02, SLNSW_FL814566.jpg).

(3.10.10) nogee marnameek tilbounoul koolin nernulk

that will do very good blackfellows all beat em sticks

nudji manamith djilba-ngal guliny na(r)nalk

enough good hit-1dl.incl man corroboree sticks
‘Enough, it is good, we two people are hitting this corroboree sticks.’

(3.10.11) Ure urebuk koolin

Come come Blackfellows

yarra yarra-ba-k guliny

move-redupl-form-imp man
‘Come people, move!’
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(3.10.12) lubras tonboroner belp, bar koolin yengerin 

you hear lubras beating their rugs, and koolin singing

lubras d(h)und(h)a-rra-nharr bilp ba guliny yinga-rr-in(y)

lubras knock-form-2sg.pres drum and person sing-form-?
‘Lubra, you are knocking your drum and the men are singing.’

Green records a form Toondook ‘knock’ (Smyth 1878, 2: 103) that is 
surely the same word. For our regularisation we assume that Thomas has 
incorrectly written b instead of d, as a homorganic nasal cluster is much 
more likely than the combination nb.

The bilp is a drum. A similar word is recorded by Hercus (1992) for 
Wemba-Wemba and defined as drum, made from wood (n) (cf. pilpa ‘to 
bang’). See Table 1.2 and following discussion for more information about 
this. The word may be onomatopoeic.26

(3.10.13) Borrenuptune yengerin boruin,

Borrenuptune leads

burrun(y)abdjuny yinga-rra-in(y) bunrun(y)

pn sing-?-? night?
‘Borrenuptune is singing …’

(3.10.14) Nelo narrin kargee terredee karbo nge lubras

don’t you see him standing by the lubras

n(h)ilu narrin(y) ga(rr)gi dharra-dji

dem? ? 3sg. stand-imp?

gab-u nge lubras
here-3sg.poss ? lubras
‘… him standing here (at) the lubras.’

Thomas records kargee as meaning ‘He (Kargee only used when blacks don’t 
know the parties)’.

26	  We thank one of the anonymous reviewers for suggesting this.
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(3.10.15) Mongan Warregut Wein

Make a good large fire

mungga-n warragat(j) wiiny

make-? ? fire
‘Mak(ing)? … fire.’

(3.10.16) Tibunner Tarragut wyebo, bar wantagee bidderup kulk

cut down some boughs, and get some dry wood.

djilba-na darra(n)g-at wayibu

cut-? tree?-? small

ba wandha-dji bid(h)arrap galk

and get-imp dry wood
‘Cut some small …, and get dry wood.’

(3.10.17) Wongurrunin Murrumbeek, Winda murrun Tenanho

Me big one stupid where my feet bands of leaves

wanga-rra-nhan marrambik windha marran djinang-u

?-form-1sg.pres body.1sg wh leaf foot-case
‘I am … where is my foot … leaves.’

Bunce (in Smyth 1878, 2) records marron ‘leaf ’.

(3.10.18) Nargon Murrumbinna Borenuptune yengerin, bar lubra tonboroner belp,

You hear Borenuptune yengerin and lubras tonboroner belp

ngarr(n)ga-uny marrambinharr burrun(y)abdjuny yinga-rr-in(y)

hear-3sg body.2sg pn sing-?-?
‘You hear Borenuptune singing.’

ba lubras d(h)und(h)a-rra-nharr bilp

and lubras knock-form-2sg.pres drum
‘And the lubras, (you) are beating the drum.’
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(3.10.19) bar Wein yangamut – netberak

and the fires all burning go now

ba wiiny yangamat(j) ned(h)bu-rra-k

and fire burn? now-?-?
‘And the fires are burning?, and now …’

There are no words similar in form to yangamut with the meaning of ‘burn’ 
recorded in any other sources.

Unfortunately, Thomas never completed this dialogue. The final word 
netberak seems to imply that there would have been more words following.

Finally, there is a section of another short dialogue named ‘Attending School’ 
(SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 23 Item 02, c018660144h.jpg) that also 
relates to singing (Box 3.10). This dialogue goes on to talk about the Lord’s 
Prayer, so it was perhaps hymns that were sung in the school.

Box 3.10: Extract from ‘Attending School’ dialogue

Call the children to come here Kurmburgee bopul warrawe

Sit down there, first sing Narlumby karbe, ganbony yen yen

Begin again, no you laugh Yenerk tolo, utur garnboon murrumbinn

Now let us sing, that will do Netbo Mal yeneerk, Nogeemee

Say the Lords Prayer Tombak Paroogurrabun Jesus Christ

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 23 Item 02, SLNSW_FL814686.jpg;  
adapted by authors.

Our analysis is presented in (3.11):

(3.11.1) Kurmburgee bopul warrawe

Call the children to come here

gamba-dji bubup warraw-i

call-imp child come-imp
‘Call the children to come!’

(3.11.2) Narlumby karbe, ganbony yen yen

Sit down there, first sing

ngalamb-i gab-i ganbuny yen-yen

sit-imp dem one sing.redupl
‘Sit down there, first sing!’
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(3.11.3) Yenerk tolo, utur garnboon murrumbinn

Begin again, no you laugh

yen-ak dhulu yudha garrmbu-ny murrumbinharr

sing-imp again neg laugh-3sg 2sg
‘Sing now! Don’t you laugh!’

(3.11.4) Netbo Mal yeneerk, Nogeemee

Now let us sing, that will do

nedbu mal yena-k nudji-mi

then let sing-imp enough-?
‘Then let (us) sing. (It) is enough.’

(3.11.5) Tombak Paroogurrabun Jesus Christ

Say the Lords Prayer

dhumba-k barr(d)-u-gurra-b-uny Jesus Christ
speak-imp knee-3sg.poss-do-form-3sg Jesus Christ
‘Speak the kneeling (to) Jesus Christ.’

Linguistic notes
Thomas shows karbe as ‘here, and also mentions tol-lo as one of the words 
meaning ‘again’ (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 23 Item 02, SLNSW_
FL814355.jpg).

The word Paroogurrabun is related to forms documented by Thomas like 
Par‑do-gur-a-bun and translated as both ‘pray’ and ‘kneel’. Green wrote 
Barreng-ge-gorree for ‘kneel’, which we analyse as barring-dji gurri ‘knee-
part do’, meaning literally ‘do the knee-ing’. Thomas gives the word 
for ‘knee’ as bur-din, which we suggest can be regularised as ba(r)rdin. 
We suggest that the form in example (3.11.5) employs only the initial 
syllable ba(r)rd- and may give some insight into compounding processes in 
the language that involved reduction of root forms. The suffix -dji may be 
an example of what Hercus called the ‘particularising suffix’ for the Werkaya 
language, used in the creation of compounds. The translation ‘the kneeling’ 
is perhaps literally ‘(he) is doing the knee’.
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3.1.8.3 Words relating to the relationship between 
corroboree and war
The following words were shown in Thomas’s word lists relating to 
corroborees and fights (Table 3.3).

Table 3.3: Words relating to corroboree and fights

Regularisation Original 
spelling

Definition Source

ngarritj Nar-rite War (This is the term they use it literally 
means sulky – when war is declared 
2 or more messengers are dispatched, 
their persons held sacred & take a cut 
stick like as used in corroberries – when 
peace is declared terrers are sent.)

MLMSS 214, 
Volume 23 
Item 02

djilba-ngal
‘hit-1dl.incl’

Tilbernoul We all knock (as in corrob duel) MLMSS 214, 
Volume 23 
Item 01

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214; adapted by authors.

3.1.8.4 Decorations/ochre
Words relating to ochre and decorations noted by Thomas are presented 
in Table 3.4:

Table 3.4: Words relating to ochre and decorations (Thomas)

Regularisation Original 
spelling

Definition Source

d(j)errel Terrel A yellow clay or earth, daub 
in dance

MLMSS 214, 
Volume 23 Item 01

d(j)errelambel Ter-rel-
um-ble

Brown ochre – used in Corrob &c MLMSS 214, 
Volume 21

giyalin Kier-lin Yellow ochre – used in Corrob &c MLMSS 214, 
Volume 21

d(j)ilbanany Til-bur-
nine

Fine apron made of emu’s 
feathers, goes all round the waist, 
worn by females in a single dance

Thomas in Smyth 
(1878, 2)

murrigal Mur-ri-
kle

Strips of opossum skin worn to 
hide the fundament in males 
when in a dance

Thomas in Smyth 
(1878, 2)

murrigal giyu Murguile 
Kihu

Stripes round males back & front 
parts in Corrob

MLMSS 214, 
Volume 23 Item 02

na(r)nulk Nernulk Sticks used in Corrobery MLMSS 214, 
Volume 23 Item 02

Source: Authors.
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Green and Bunce gave different words for ochres (Smyth 1878, 1: 293):

Mr. Green informs me that amongst the natives of the Yarra, white, 
when used for decoration in the corrobboree, is called Trrin-in 
bigger-min-in; and when used in mourning, Trrin-in mir-rin mir-
rin. The native name for red is Trre-barrien, and when used in the 
corrobboree Trre-barrien mirra-lin. Black is Woorr-karrim, and blue 
(which probably means dark or dusky) is also named Woor-karrim.

According to Mr. Bunce, red was named Bee-bee-thu-ung, and black 
Boorooee (meaning ‘darkness’ or ‘night’).

Green gives a detailed description of the dress for the corroboree 
(Smyth 1878, 1: 273):

the full dress of an Aboriginal man, when prepared for the dance 
in the corrobboree, was as follows:- Around the head and crossing 
the forehead a piece of the skin of the ringtail opossum was worn, 
the ornament being called by them Jerr-nging; a feather of the tail 
of the lyre-bird was inserted between the band and the forehead 
(named Kan-kano), and around the neck and the biceps of each arm 
were worn ornaments made of reeds, like necklaces (Tarr-goorrn). 
Suspended from the loins by a cord, and hanging in front, was a strip 
of opossum skin (Barran-jeep). Each ankle was decorated with small 
boughs (Jerrang), and in the hands were held two sticks (Nanalk) 
for beating time. The body was painted with white clay. The double 
line of horizontal stripes on the chest was named Bikamnop, and the 
straight lines from the cord around the loins to the ankles were called 
Beek jerrang.

The ornaments worn by a female of the Yarra tribe were few and 
simple. In the septum of the nose was inserted a piece of the bone 
of the leg of a kangaroo, called Ellejerr; around the neck was worn 
a very long reed-necklace (Tarr-goorrn), and around the loins was 
fastened the usual apron made of emu feathers and sinews, called 
Jerr-barr-ning (Til-bur-nin).

The suggested regularisations of these words are presented in Table 3.5:
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Table 3.5: Words relating to dress for corroborees

Woiwurrung word 
as spelled by Green

Definition (based on Green in 
Smyth 1878, 1: 273)27

Regularisation and notes

Jerr-nging feather of the tail of the lyre-
bird, inserted between the band 
and the forehead and around 
the neck and the biceps of each 
arm [worn by men]

djerranging. This is probably 
based on the word djerrang 
‘leaf’

Kan-kano forehead ganganu. Blake (1991) 
regularises the word for 
‘forehead’ as minyin, which 
is clearly a different word

Tarr-goorrn a very long reed necklace, an 
ornaments of reeds, [worn by 
both men and women]

darrgurn. This is a compound 
including gurn ‘neck’

Barran-jeep a strip of opossum skin, 
suspended from the loins by 
a cord, and hanging in front 
[worn by men]

barran-djip

Jerrang small boughs djerrang, literally ‘leaf’

Nanalk two sticks for beating time nanalk

Bikamnop the double line of horizontal 
stripes on the chest 

biikamnap. This is a 
compound include biik, earth’ 
which also refers to the 
ochres

Beek jerrang the straight lines from the cord 
around the loins to the ankles

biik djerrang. This is a 
compound include biik, 
‘earth’ which also refers to 
the ochres, and with the 
word for ‘leaf’

Ellejerr a piece of the bone of the leg 
of a kangaroo, inserted in the 
septum of the nose [worn by 
women]

(ng)iladjirr

Jerr-barr-ning (Til-
bur-nin)

apron made of emu feathers 
and sinews, fastened around 
the loins

djirrbarrning/djilbanin. 
These are probably the same 
word. 

Source: Green in Smyth (1878, 1: 273); adapted by authors.

27	  These definitions have been reordered based on the original text.
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3.2 Songs documented by A.W. Howitt 
and Dr George Torrance
There are four songs that Howitt mentioned in the Howitt papers and/or 
published by Howitt and Dr George Torrance. The latter published musical 
transcriptions of three of the songs (Kurburu’s song, Wenberi’s song and the 
Corroboree song), which allow us to learn something about the rhythm and 
melody of these songs.

We do not know if Torrance had perfect pitch or if he carried a pitch pipe 
with him, but he begins each of the notations on the note E. We are not sure 
about one of the markings he uses above the staves. We recognise the accents 
that he indicates, but there is another marking that resembles a bowing 
mark. This could possibly show some type of percussion. As far as metre, 
he sets all of the songs to M = 100.

The sources for the songs are given in Table 3.6:

Table 3.6: Sources for Eastern Kulin songs in Howitt’s manuscripts 
and publications

Name of song (section) Museums Victoria State Library 
of Victoria

Published versions

Kurburu’s song (3.2.2) XM 759, p. 20 Box 1053/2 (b), 
hw0391.jpg, 
pp. 26–27

Torrance (1887: 337); 
Howitt (1887a: 333, 
1904: 420–21)

Wenberi’s song (3.2.3) – Box 1053/2 (b), 
hw0391.pdf, 
p. 43

Torrance (1887: 337); 
Howitt (1887a: 331, 
1904: 422)

Bundjil’s song (3.2.4) – Box 1053/2 (c), 
hw0391.pdf, 
p. 67

Howitt (1887a: 334)

Corroboree song (3.2.5) – – Torrance (1887: 339); 
Howitt (1904: 421)

Source: Authors.

In addition, there are the words relating to growing up, a text possibly part 
of the initiation process, spoken by old Bobbery (see section 3.2.6) and 
shown in MV XM 759, p. 27. Note that the pages are not numbered in the 
Museums Victoria notebook XM 759, but the reference page numbers that 
we employ here are the numbers of the PDF scan made by the museum.

The source for these songs is believed to have been Barak (see section 3.1.2).
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3.2.1 Torrance’s introduction about Barak
In his 1887 journal article, Torrance wrote a short introduction about Barak 
and about the quality of his singing voice. Torrance undertook a test of the 
compass (melodic range) of Barak’s voice. Barak produced a series of pitches 
that Torrance (1887: 336) called an ‘impromptu’, which may have shown 
something about his concept of musical form. The full section of Torrance’s 
discussion of this is reproduced here as Box 3.11.

Box 3.11: Torrance’s discussion of the musical expertise of Barak

The native bard alluded to above (William Berak, from whom the illustrations were 
obtained), is an intelligent representative of his race. His voice is a baritone of 
average compass and not unpleasing quality. His ear also is fairly quick and accurate, 
though occasionally he would pause long as if trying to recall the test sounds before 
repeating them; and his patience, good temper, and evident pleasure at seeing his 
songs committed to paper, were very remarkable.
In order to ascertain the compass of this aboriginal’s voice, and his power of retaining 
and expressing some distinct musical idea, a simple solfeggio passage was sung 
to him. After a brief silence, and without attempting to repeat the given sounds, he 
began slowly and deliberately, and with much emphasis on each note, the following 
impromptu:

As an ear test, he then repeated accurately, pausing first as before:-

an effort which the bard voluntarily supplemented by:

evidently much pleased with his own performance and the applause of his auditors.

Source: Torrance (1887: 336); adapted by authors.
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3.2.2 Song 1 – Kurburu’s song
Howitt (1904: 421) reported that this song came about after Kurburu had 
killed a koala (gurrburra), the animal after which he was named (see section 
3.1.2 for the circumstances of his naming). The spirit (murrup) of that koala 
possessed him and sang this song presumably in a dream (see section 3.1.4 
for a more in-depth discussion of the murrup or spirit). More information 
about traditions relating to the koala is presented in section 3.2.2.1.

The song is named by Howitt as a gūngūrū, a Gippsland word referring 
to a song that accompanied dancing (see section 5.1.2); as such we might 
expect it to have been performed at a corroboree, although there is no 
contemporary account of such a performance.

There are several versions of Kurburu’s song. Probably the first version of this 
song was recorded in Howitt’s notebook in Museums Victoria (XM 759), 
presented as Box 3.12:

Box 3.12: Kurburu’s song, version 1

mūrūp gives the songs to doctors.

Kŭrbūrū told Kūlin at Bunyip he found that Berbira coming and to keep a look out 
then. This man was Bunjil – Kŭrbūrū the Murup of this Kurburu told him this was the 
man’s personal name.

This bear had been killed and his murup had gone into the blackfellow. Then the 
murup would give him a gūngūrū.

This song is as follows

There is now

Enagourea nūng

Ngallourm ma barrein

cut across me track

gūrūk ba = mŭrneen

blood

bŭrūn-bai ngannūng ba

oh you hurt me myself

chopped tomahawk

lil-lirra mŭringa

You cut across and to coming at me on the road ahead I want to go to the foot of the 
range and you coming to hit

me with a tomahawk and fire me in my heart blood running to my heart

Source: MV XM 759, p. 20; adapted by authors.
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The second version of this text is in manuscript drafts, in SLV MS 
Box 1053/2 (b). This is presented as Box 3.13:

Box 3.13: Kurburu’s song, version 2

p16

Not only [is – crossed out] [was – inserted] each human individual supposed [by 
William – crossed out] by the Kūlin community according to King William to have a 
mūrŭp but each animal was also supposed to have one. For instance, as he said “The 
Mūrŭp if a possum is just like a possum – the Wīrriraps can see it” – 

As an instance he told the following “The Mūrŭps give the coroboree tunes to the 
Wīriraps. A man called Kŭrbūrū who lived at Dandenong used to be able to tell the 
Kūlin when the Berbira were coming after there to catch them.

This man was a Būnjil (thara) – his own name was Kŭrbūrū (native bear) and he got it 
because when once he killed a native bear its mūrŭp enters him. After this it taught 
him a “gūnyūrū” which was as follows:

Enagourea nūng ngalourma

there is now cut across

barein gurukba= murnein

track blood

būrūnbai nganūngba

hurt myself

lil-lira mŭr-ing-a »

chopped tomohawk

Of this William gave the following free translation:

“You cut across my [and – crossed out] track where I was going to the foot of 
the range and [you??] coming hit me and spilled my hearts blood and broke 
your tomohawk in my head”

Source: SLV MS Box 1053/2 (b), pages numbered 16–17, digitised as hw0391.jpg, pp. 
26–27; adapted by authors.

Note that the term Būnjil (thara) refers to the moiety and totem of Kurburu. 
Howitt (1904: 126) points out that only one totem term (thara, the small 
hawk) was told to him by Barak, perhaps because this was remembered only 
in connection with Kurburu. Note that thara is also listed as one of Bundjil’s 
sons (see Box 3.20 in section 3.2.4).

The third manuscript version of the song is in Museums Victoria (XM 759, 
p. 20). This is reproduced as Box 3.14.
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Box 3.14: Kurburu’s song, version 3

This song is as follows 

Then is now –

Enagourea nūng 

[–nanŭng gourdoone?? ene?? – crossed out] 

ngallourm ma barrein

cut across me track

mŭrneen

gūrūk ba = mŭrnein

blood [dance?? – crossed out]

būrūn=bai ngannūng ba

oh you hurt me myself 

chopped tomahawk 

lil-lirra = mŭringa 

[mŭrng – crossed out]
You cut across and 
he coming at me 
in the road ahead 
I want to go to the
foot of the ranges and 
you coming & hit
me with a tomahawk
and give me 
in my heart blood
running to my heart

Source: MV XM 759, p. 20; adapted by authors.

It seems that the English text commencing with ‘You cut across’ and running 
to the end of Box 3.14 might be a translation of the whole song. If this is the 
case, then the original song may have been somewhat longer than the texts 
that survive. For example, there is no mention of ‘the foot of the ranges’ 
in the text in language that we have. We are presuming that if there were 
mountain ranges mentioned in a fuller version of the songs, this may have 
referred to ranges around Mount Baw Baw.

Kurburu’s song was published twice, once in the 1887 publications of Torrance 
and Howitt, and again in 1904, where it is given in a version together with 
musical notation prepared by Torrance (Howitt 1904: 420). A manuscript 
version of Torrance’s text is found on a sheet of paper in the Howitt papers 
(SLV MS Box 1049/6 (a), hw0051.pdf). Howitt (1904: 421–22) writes:
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Kurburu’s song serves as an example of those which are connected 
with the supernatural, and it brings into view a curious belief, which 
is found in so many Australian legends and tales, of a supernatural 
relation of men and beasts. It was composed and sung by a bard 
called Kurburu, who lived during the early settlement of the country 
by the whites near where the town of Berwick now stands. He was 
supposed to have killed a ‘native bear,’ and being possessed by its 
Murup or spirit, thenceforth sang its song. I was not able to obtain 
a verbatim translation of it, but Berak gave me the following free 
translation: ‘You cut across my track, you spilled my blood, and you 
broke your tomahawk on my head.’

The song is presented without translation in the book, with the full text as 
in Box 3.15:

Box 3.15: Kurburu’s song, version 4

ē-na gur-é-a nung ngal-úr-ma bá-reng 
gūr-uk ba mirnín mirnín nge būrun bángan bödha
e-lē-re mūr-ingá : ē yam-yam mūdhan gúru bai wīrge ngū-rák

Source: Howitt (1904: 420); adapted by authors.

The musical notation in Howitt (1904: 420) is shown in Figure 3.2.

Figure 3.2: Musical notation of Kurburu’s song
Source: Howitt (1904: 420); Courtesy of State Library of NSW.
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The text of this song is sung in the voice of the killed koala, speaking to 
the singer, Kurburu. Our linguistic analysis is presented in example (3.12). 
The first syllable e, which is sung as a long note, as we see in Figure 3.2, 
may be a song particle, perhaps an exclamation to attract the attention of 
Kurburu, or a cry of despair at having been killed by him. Having a song 
in the voice of animal, in this case a koala, is not uncommon for Australian 
Indigenous songs.

(3.12) Enagourea nūng ngalourma barein

there is now cut across track

e n(g)agurr-iya nung ngaluma baring

so.prt-meet?- cut across track

gurukba = murnein

blood

gurrg-ba mu(r)niyn

blood-and spill?

būrūnbai nganūngba

hurt myself

burru-n(g)bai nganung-ba

bruise-? ?-and

lil-lira mŭr-ing-a

chipped tomohawk

lilirra murring-a

cut tomahawk-erg
‘And so (I) met you, now, cutting across my track, (spilling) my blood … 
bruising me … (like) cutting with a tomahawk.’

Linguistic notes
The first two words, Enagourea nūng, are glossed by Howitt in MV XM 759 
as ‘there is’ (see Box 3.12). Green recorded a word nakorang-an-ang ‘meet’, 
which seems to be based on a similar root n(g)agurr-, and we suggest that 
the existential ‘there is’ is conveyed in the language by ‘met you’. This root 
may be related to nganga ‘see’.
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The word for ‘now’, which would appear to be nung, is not similar to other 
words recorded with this meaning in Eastern Kulin (see Blake 1991: 104). 
It may be some kind of marker of time that was attached to the previous verb.

The word ngaluma, with the meaning ‘cut across’, is not found in other 
sources.

The word mu(r)niny is perhaps the word translated in the SLV version as 
‘spill’; see Box 3.13 where the translation is ‘spilled my hearts blood’. The 
word for heart is given as durru(ng) in Blake (1991: 83), and there is no 
word similar to this in the song. Nor are there any words meaning ‘spilled’ 
in other Eastern Kulin sources.

Thomas (SLNSW MLMSS 214) mentions multiple forms with a root 
burru- meaning ‘break, divide, bruise’; for example, booronganeit ‘break, 
bruise’, borongbun ‘broken’. The form in the song also contains a nasal 
followed by the labial stop.

The word lilirra ‘cut’ is not found in other Eastern Kulin sources. However, 
Thomas (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 23 Item 03, scan page 22) 
includes a description of a weapon called Lillil, ‘used by the Ovens and 
other blacks further north, it is a fearful weapon thrown as a Wonguim 
[wan.gim ‘boomerang’] at the legs if it strikes the limb is generally broken’. 
Given Howitt’s gloss of this word, we consider it may have been one of the 
verbs meaning ‘cut’.

Musical analysis
The song has a range of a perfect fourth (B–E), moving stepwise downwards. 
Pitches are E, D, C#, B. With the exception of the downwards pitch slide at 
the beginning of the first two lines of music, there is a different syllable sung 
for each pitch with the pitch serving as a sort of reciting tone. Lines one and 
two show this reciting tone as being a minor third apart.

Torrance refers to the first note as an ‘intonation’; this is a feature shown on 
each of his notations that we have included and is mentioned above, for this 
song, as possibly a cry from the koala as it is killed. This intonation can be 
found in the notations of the Western Kulin songs in this book for Songs 2 
(Yerrateth-kurrk ‘the owlet-nightjar’, section 2.2.3); 3 (Going to the land of 
the dead, section 2.2.4); 5 (Jack Brown’s song, section 2.2.6); 6 (Looking for 
dingoes – Ellis recording only, section 2.2.7); 7 (Kangaroo and dingo – Ellis 
version, section 2.2.8); 9 (Escaping from justice, section 2.2.10); and 10 
(An ancient tale, section 2.2.11).
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The pitch slides downwards a whole tone, and that pitch is repeated with 
one note per syllable until the end of the first 3/4 line of music. After a 
descent of a semitone (D–C#), the same pattern is repeated for the second 
line. Once the whole tone descent occurs there (C#–B), the rest of the song 
is sung on the B.

Torrance indicates the metre as two bars at 3/4 followed by two bars of 4/4 
then back to three bars of 3/4. Each line begins with a pickup beat of a 
crotchet for the first two lines and a semi-quaver at the last line.

Kurburu repeated the song at least once, omitting the intonation on the E at 
the beginning for each repetition. Interestingly, the C# at the beginning of 
the second line, which follows the same pattern as the preceding intonation, 
is sung during the repetitions.

3.2.2.1 Traditions relating to the koala
Several texts detailing traditions relating to the koala, which are relevant to 
the understanding of this song, were recorded by Thomas in his October–
November 1841 journals, held at the State Library of NSW. The first of these 
is presented as Box 3.16 and describes an altercation between the koala and 
humans, and an agreement that was made after, on instruction from the 
female spirit Kur-ruk-ar-rook. Her name is also spelled as Karakarook,28 and 
she was a daughter of Bundjil, described in section 3.2.4.

Thomas speaks in more detail about Kur-ruk-ar-rook on a page of 
information recorded from Wonga, which includes a list of ‘deities’ and other 
supernatural beings now represented as figures in the stars/constellations 
(SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 21 Item 11 William Thomas notes relating 
to Wonga, 1861, c009060001h.jpg):

Kur-rook-ur-rook – Sent wind & rain, daughter Pundgyl

Tuart (stars) & Teer-reer – was 2 good blacks was caught up & made 
stars of and that Kur-rook-ur-rook after seeing that poor blacks had 
fire, went up & was a great star, NE from Melbourne

Blacks always represent fire (a female) as always very good at hand 
in any great calamity

28	  Corey Theatre (pers. comm.) has suggested to us that these might be two different entities, one 
whose name is based on the form gurrk, a root meaning ‘blood’ and also used to refer to females and 
found in the word for woman, bagurrk. Further research is needed to establish whether one or two 
female ancestral beings are referred to here.
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Note that being ‘caught up & made stars’ is also the process described in 
Bundjil’s song (see section 3.2.4).

The text of the agreement is given as Box 3.16:

Box 3.16: Agreement between koala and men

Superstitions 
agreement be
tween bears & 
Blacks

– A Black gave me the following strange account of the altercation 
between the blacks and the bear – Nerlingo Yanneit Kurburu (bear) 
bar tombak M- maileck parn, koolin tombak utur parn, nier parn 
hearganner murrumbinna, molocko yanna kurboro koondee wallert 
bar nerlingo bar tombak, winda tarnook bar take it up all water 
into the tree & found the water holes all dry & for some time afraid 
to encamp where bears was till bears [kurukarook – inserted] told 
them if they would not skin him that he would no more take their 
tarnook. –

Will be found 
in page 74

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 03 Item 01, SLNSW_FL827807.jpg;  
adapted by authors.

Smyth (1878, 1: 446–49) gives a number of stories about the koala and how 
he stole the water of the people in their buckets/drinking vessels (tarnuk) 
that include some small examples of Woiwurrung language. An extract of 
this text is:

A long time ago Kur-bo-roo stole all the drinking vessels (Tarnuk) 
belonging to the Aborigines, and he drained the creeks, and made 
such a scarcity of water that all the women and young children 
cried aloud. The men, women, and children had no water to drink 
; Kur-bo-roo had taken it all. Much distressed and perplexed, the 
Aborigines gave way at length to extreme despair, for no help came 
to them. Kur-ruk-ar-ook seeing all these things, came down from 
the sky, and enquired into the causes of this sorrow. Kur-ruk-ar-ook 
called all the bears to her and heard their complaints, and she heard 
also all that the Aborigines had to say, and she settled the quarrel 
thus : The blacks might eat the flesh of the bear, because it was good, 
but they might not skin it as they skinned common animals ; and 
the bears were commanded not to steal the Tarnuk, the No-bean 
tarno, or the waters of the creeks ; and all of them, blacks and bears, 
became friends by means of the counsel given by Kur-ruk-ar-ook. 
Thenceforth the bear became well disposed towards the blacks, and 
ever ready to give advice and help to them.
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We suggest that this account is the explanation of the words in language 
written down by Thomas in Box 3.16, and that the words in language 
tell the story of Kur-ruk-ar-rook’s meeting with the koalas and humans 
and includes some words that she spoke in language. An analysis of the 
Woiwurrung language portions from Box 3.16 is presented here as (3.13):

(3.13) Nerlingo Yanneit Kurburu bar tombak

nhalinggu yana-(na)ty gurrborra ba dhumba-k

come go-purp? koala and speak-imp
‘(She) came (down) and (told) the koala, “Speak!”’

maileck parn, koolin tombak utur parn,

mayil-ek baany guliny dhumba-k ngudha baañ

-1sg.poss? water person speak-imp neg water
‘And (my) … the water, (told) the people “Speak!” (and they said) “there 
is no water”.’

nier parn hearganner murrumbinna

niya?? baany ngarga-nharr marrambinherr

neg water dance-2sg 2sg
‘There is no water, you should dance.’

molocko yanna kurboro koondee wallert

mulugu yana gurrborra gundi walert

later go koala take.imp possum
‘Later (she) went (and said to the) koala, “Take the possum!”’

bar nerlingo bar tombak

ba nhalinggu ba dhumba-k

and come and speak-imp
‘And come and speak!’

winda tarnook bar

winda darnuk ba

where bucket and
‘Where is the bucket? And …’
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Linguistic notes
Only two of the words in this text are not transparent in meaning. The word 
maileck is of unknown meaning. As for the word written as hearganner, 
this may be an attempt to render the root for ‘dance’, ngarrga, with a 2nd 
person singular present ending -nharr. The 2nd person is confirmed by the 
presence of the free pronoun murrumbinna immediately following. If this is 
correct, these two words mean something like ‘you are dancing / will dance’, 
but dancing is not mentioned in the quote from Smyth above.

The word koondee, which we have regularised as gundi, may be related 
to the verb root gunga ‘take’ in an imperative form gunga-dji ‘take-imp’. 
The same form occurs in a sentence recorded in the Koondee York Mumk 
translated as ‘Go and get me Eels’ (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 02 Item 
01). This can be regularised as gundi yuk marrambayik, where the last two 
words are ‘eel’ and ‘mine/for me’ respectively, suggesting that koondee must 
mean ‘get’. Blake (1991) regularised examples of the verb ‘take’ as gunga. 
For Green (in Smyth 1878, 2: 106), ‘take’ is kongak, which is gungak with 
an imperative -k suffix. Green (in Smyth 1878, 2: 106) translates the word 
kondee as ‘to’, as in the sense of purpose.

We will round out this discussion of Kurburu’s song by presenting a 
transcription of a longer text relating to the Koala from Thomas, which is 
certainly the source for part of Smyth (1878, 1: 447).

Box 3.17: About the Koala

74
Superstitions
Bear

– The bear [or – inserted] (Kurboro) is [an animal – inserted] 
[a privileged animal – crossed out] tho [the blacks – inserted] catch 
it [have various superstitions respecting it – inserted] He [the bear] 
is not to be skinned as the Kangaroo Opossum [wombat and other 
animals – inserted] [??] the bear is [??] [often – inserted] consulted & 
his advice taken [when on a dangerous mission – inserted] in quest 
of the VDLand [Black – inserted] Back dangers I had an instance of 
this in a celebrated Western Port Black – They have a [huge – inserted 
[singular curious – crossed out] tradition of the bears robbing them 
of all their (Tarnuks) buckets [of – crossed out] [for – inserted] water 
& drenching a creek of water [where they were encamped – inserted] 
which so bewildered & distressed [them that – inserted] the [poor 
– inserted] black lubrars that [good – inserted] Kurrukerrok came 
down from the sky [& called the bears to her & draught about an 
amusing?? Arrangement – inserted] & it was settled [by – inserted] 
[between – crossed out] [good – inserted] Kurrukkerrok & the bears, 
that the blacks might eat them but that th[ey – crossed out] [their 
bodies – inserted] were not [to be – inserted] [more take their– crossed 
out] skin[s – inserted] [from their bodies, and the bears – crossed out] 
[and that the bears on this – inserted] [on this – crossed out] condition 
would no more molest the blacks in their water [supplies – inserted].

Kurrukerrok
the Lubra’s 
[[Grdr?]] angel
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Superstition
[No?? – crossed out] I can vouch for him [before – crossed out] on this 
[head – inserted], I could mean of the bears skin which I wanted much 
[to obtain – inserted] – Some day, however [after much ?? – inserted] 
of a young black [of the Yarra tribe – inserted] who had brought in a 
bear early before the [red??] [to the encampt, no thu?? Blcks being in 
the Encampt at the time & gave him – inserted] him a good price for 
it stating [that – inserted] – no blacks were [present – inserted] [there 
– crossed out] [that – inserted] the Dr would know nothing about it – at 
[last – crossed out] [length – inserted] he skind it [the bear – inserted] 
of & I took it [away – inserted] but before

Sent to 
Mr Duffy
paper No 15-4

the Encampt [young full?? Blcks – inserted] came in he felt very 
restless, his conscience [eventually – inserted] smote him, he could 
not put the skin on [again – inserted] nor would I give it up – he said 
[poor – inserted] blacks lose [em – inserted] all water [now – inserted] 
– frightened was he that when the first came to the Encampt – he told 
them [what he had done – inserted] the excitement [in the Enct which 
followed – inserted] was truly distressing. I tried all I could to laugh 
them out of it, but to no effect – [I – crossed out] [and – inserted] was 
forced [at length – inserted] to give up the skin, which together with 
the scolded bear was [by the Dr?? – inserted] ordered holie buried [as 
the only way of appeasing the bears & averting the calamity of loss 
of water – inserted].

Note: double brackets indicate uncertain readings; single brackets indicate insertions.
Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 03 Item 01, SLNSW_FL827841.jpg;  
adapted by authors.

There is additional information about the Koala in the Howitt papers in 
Museums Victoria (XM 521, p. 3; XM 775, pp. 2–3).

3.2.3 Song 2 – Wenberi’s song
This song was composed by Wenberi when the spirit of his elder brother 
Ningolubbel came and sang it to Wenberi in his sleep. See section 3.1.2 for 
more biographical information about Wenberi and Ningolubbel. Wenberi 
was murdered by the police in 1840, but Ningolubbel survived him by many 
years; if the information given by Howitt in Box 3.18 below is correct, and 
he died when the railway to Brighton was built, then he died in about 1859. 
This means that the spirit (murrup) of a living person could communicate 
a song to another living person. The background to Wenberi’s song is given 
in Howitt (1904: 418):

I found an interesting example of the ‘inspired song’ in the 
Wurunjerri tribe. According to Berak, it was composed by Wenberi, 
the henchman of the Ngurungaeta (Headman) Bebejan, Berak’s 
father, to lament the death of his brother by evil magic, near 
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Geelong. This is a good instance of that class of song, and also of 
the belief of the composer, that he was inspired by something more 
than mortal when composing it. In this case it is Bunjil himself who 
‘rushes down’ into the breast of the singer.

No version of this song in the notebooks of field notes at Museums 
Victoria has yet been identified, but there is a manuscript version of this 
song in the State Library of Victoria. On a page headed ‘The songs’, after 
the information about Ningolubbel given above in section 3.1.2, Howitt 
presents the full song as follows (Box 3.18).

Box 3.18: Wenberi’s song, version 1

Tumbull was buried near Bacchus Marsh at Tŭllŭrwill, in the Kŭrŭng-jerŭng balluck, 
of the Werribigalluk. Note his country not far off – his country was Gisborne and 
the hill near Gisborne – Bullanyaruck. Yarŭk killed him. I think from Echuca. He died 
about the time the Brighton rail[wa]y was made and the Rail[wa]y to Geelong.

His Mūrŭp came to his younger brother Wenbirri and sang this song in him when 
he slept:

Nge

Tui-gar ngal a ngilanba nallūga

Let us go then bone all

diˈu diruˈn-ding nga dŭllŭr = dullur willurt

[gillan – crossed out] [diruˈn – inserted]

all shining white (this (country)

in that

= willuit [wa wein dŭn – crossed out]

wa-nein-dŭng

the rustling noise of

[nūng – crossed out] Bŭnjil mainmenngala

Bunjil father of [we two – crossed out] our

yawa-būllūk

level

yēnnin thŭllŭrmeik nga

singing in my chest this

wūrnga’llūk gueik

in my inside

This almost made me cry. Wenberri used to sing this song.

Source: SLV MS Box 1053/2 (b), hw0391.pdf, page 43; adapted by authors.
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The song was later published by both Howitt and Torrance in their respective 
1887 papers, itself reprinted in Howitt (1904), with musical notation from 
Torrance.

The version with glossing in Howitt (1904) is given in Box 3.19:

Box 3.19: Wenberi’s song, version 2

Nge tuigar ngala ngibenba ngaluga

We go all the bones to all of them

diudirunding nga Dullur wiluit

shining white in this Dullur country

waweindung Bunjil mamen-ngata yennin

the rushing noise Bunjil father ours singing

thulurm-eik nga wur-galuk-eik

breast mine this inside mine

Berak said that this song was made on the death of Wenberi’s brother, who died 
through evil magic in the Dullur country beyond Geelong.

Source: Howitt (1904: 422); adapted by authors.

The text and musical notation from Howitt (1904), prepared by Torrance, 
is given as Figure 3.3. A manuscript version of Torrance’s text is found in a 
sheet of paper in the Howitt papers (SLV MS Box 1049/6 (a), hw0051.pdf).

Note that Torrance’s comments just under the title mention that there is ‘no 
particular key suggested. Pitched first on D# then changed abruptly to C#, 
D#. and B’. It is not clear if he is proposing a key when he mentions the 
various pitches. In any case, the notation does not display the pitch of B.

It seems clear that Torrance separately interviewed Barak to get information 
about songs, as we see from the following quote: ‘Wenberi’s song, as given 
by Torrance, differs slightly from it as I wrote down from Barak’s dictation 
some time before’ (1904: 422). Torrance’s transcription of the text contains 
two more phrases, both unglossed, but on the basis of comparison with 
other sources for the language, we are able to suggest a translation for them.
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Figure 3.3: Musical notation of Wenberi’s song
Notes: 1 n̈ = ny; 2 ‘t’ in ‘wurtĕin’ apparently inserted or omitted at pleasure (N.B. – ei = ‘ai’ 
in ‘rain’); 3 dh = sound of ‘th’ in ‘this’; 4 Mueik = mweik. So also gueik.
Source: Torrance (1887); Courtesy of State Library of NSW.

The text of the four lines in the Torrance version is presented as (3.14). The 
words that do not correspond to the text in Howitt’s versions are showing 
with underline.

(3.14) n̈ē … dūagḗa ngā la nung ba n̈éllung ba
ngaluk ba e dèú nung ngga wurtein dhū́lur wilū́it
wā́-wundū́n, nung Būngil ē yā mā́mengāia ba yāwa bū́lūk
ē yern-ngen dhū́l-lur mueik nga wū́ru-ngā́ gueik

Our linguistic analysis of this song is given in example (3.15). The words 
are sung in the voice of Ningolubbel to his brother Wenberi, and the first 
part of the song is in the 1st person dual inclusive, singing to Wenberi and 
including him. The song is about the spirit of Ningolubbel going to its place 
of burial, and the latter part of the song shifts to the 1st person singular; that 
is, in Ningolubbel’s voice. The burial place is conceived of as the place where 
the eagle, their father, and presumably moiety (bundjil), is singing. In this 
analysis (example 3.15), we present the first three lines in Italics as follows: 
Line 1: Text in Howitt (1904); Line 2: Gloss in Howitt (1904); Line 3: Text 
in Torrance (1887):
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(3.15) Nge tuigar ngala
We go all
n̈ē dūagḗa ngā la nung
nge d(h)uwi-ga-ngal(a) nung
so.prt go-?-1dl.incl now?

ngilanba ngaluga
the bones to all of them

ba n̈éllung ba ngaluk ba
ba nyilang-ba-ngala-k ba
bone-and-1dl.incl-? and

diudirunding nga Dullur wiluit
shining white in this Dullur country
dèú nung ngga wurtein dhū́lur wilū́it
(dha-) dharranhun nga wurrdhun dhulurrwil-uth
white emph many pn-loc

waweindung Bunjil mamen-ngaa
the rushing noise Bunjil father ours
wā́-wundū́n nung Būngil ē yā mā́mengāia
wawind(j)-ang nung bundjil e ya mama-ngal(a)

?-pres.part now? eagle so.prt father-1pl

yennin
singing

ba yāwa bū́lūk e yern-ngen
ba yawa buluk e yin(g)a-in
and (wide) level?? so.prt sing-?

thulurm-eik nga wur-galuk-eik
breast mine this inside mine
dhū́l-lur mueik nga wū́ru-ngā́ gueik
dhulurr(u)m-ik nga wurrgalug-ik
breast-1sg.poss so.part inside?-1sg.poss
‘Nge, we two are going, our bones are going, (many of them) shining 
white, to thulurrwil, … the wide level (where) Bundyil our father is 
singing inside my breast.’
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Linguistic notes
The place name dhulurrwil, which was the burial place of Ningolubbel 
(see above), is clearly related to the word for ‘breast’, dhulurr(u)m, found 
later in the song. This is an example of word play. This word is written as 
toolerum by Green in Smyth (1878, 2: 99) where it is glossed as ‘body’. The 
usual word for body is marram, and the usual word for ‘breast’ is birring 
or birrm-birrm.

The word for ‘bone’ was regularised by Blake as nyilang, with an initial 
palatal nasal. The word was written by Green as nea’ling’o (Smyth 1878, 2: 
99). Howitt’s manuscript is clear in having a velar nasal here, but Torrance’s 
version indicates that n̈ is ny. So we regularise this as nyilang.

The word wurtein in Torrance’s version would seem likely to be wurrdhun 
‘many’. We assume this refers to the bones.

Torrance’s version contains the additional words ba yāwa bū́lūk after Būngil 
mā́mengāia. No translation is given, but in the manuscript version in 
the State Library, the form yawa-būllūk is given with a translation ‘level’. 
McCrae (in Kenyon 1917) recorded the form yewrarning meaning ‘wide’. It 
is possible that this word with a root yawa- refers to a wide level place where 
Bundjil is living.

If our overall translation is correct, and the last part of the song does 
indeed mean ‘where Bundyil our father is singing inside my breast’, then 
perhaps this song is using some metaphors29 based on body parts to express 
emotions. In English at least, the idea of emotions is contained in statements 
like ‘I feel [generic emotion] deep inside’, and this could be what is being 
suggested here; however, metaphors of this kind are not so common in those 
Aboriginal languages that have been deeply studied from the perspective of 
metaphor. This translation would make sense also because the metaphor 
body part for container of stimulus of emotion (of love) is actually 
quite common in Australia.

Musical analysis
In comparing Kurburu’s song (K) (section 3.2.2) and Wenberi’s song (W), 
we will refer to each by a single letter.

29	  We are grateful to Maia Ponsonnet for discussing some of the ideas in this section and for suggesting 
improvements to our translation.
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1.	 The pitch slide at the beginning of the song falls a full tone (E–D) 
in K, whereas the pitch slide for W is a semitone (E–D#).

2.	 K has a range of a perfect fourth (E–B), whereas W has a minor third 
(E–C#).

3.	 W is longer than K, with 10 bars shown compared to 7 bars for K.
4.	 Both K and W alternate triple (3/4) and duple (4/4 or 2/4) metres.
5.	 The pickup notes are shown for each line of music in K, but aside from 

the intonation pickup note, Torrance does not show them clearly for W.
6.	 Both songs sing one note per syllable, with the exception of the ‘gur’ 

on line 2 in K and the ‘nung’ on bar 2 for W.
7.	 The most outstanding difference between the two songs comes during 

the last 2 bars of W, where, instead of repeating the lowest note, the 
singer goes up a semitone (C#–D).

Coda
Wenberi’s life was cut sadly short, shot in an unjustified police attack, as 
Thomas describes in section 3.1.2. He was much mourned by his people 
and by his family, and some aspects of that mourning are described by 
Thomas in a section headed ‘Ember days’ (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 
23 Item 01, SLNSW_FL847436.jpg):

Ember Days – the Aborigines have a [pensive?? – crossed out] 
[affecting – inserted] solemn custom, something similar to the 
ancient Christians on solemn feasts [occasions?? – inserted] – The 
Aborigines use it when most dire calamity have fallen upon them. 
I remember for a whole moon, at an hour before sun set, & about 
half and hour before sun rise ere was dawn, the Father & Sister and 
sister of the Unfortunate Whinberry taking a few embers removing 
a about 200 Yds from the camp [his only sister & like mourning – 
inserted]. After sprinkling their heads [making each a fire of bark 
of considerable age but no flame – inserted] sit in ashes [left of ?? 
fire] and pensively beholding the lighted embers till fire was extinct 
which generally last for 2 hours

3.2.4 Song 3 – Bundjil’s song
The song presented in this section is about being blown up into the sky. 
It appears to be connected to both creation stories and stories of the 
origin of fire, and is found in Howitt’s manuscript in the State Library of 
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Victoria, where it was discussed after some information about the stars, 
and names of the Pleiades, given as ‘Karalgūrk, meaning a “cluster”’ and 
the three stars in Orion’s belt, given as ‘Wallūng eri = the young men’. The 
Pleiades are associated with the ‘Seven Sisters Dreaming’ over a wide area of 
Australia extending into Victoria. The Pleiades are consistently identified as 
female, while the Orion Belt stars are referred to as young men, sometimes 
as dancing. We do not know what direct connection this song has to the 
Pleiades and Orion. Stories of ancestral beings being blown up into the sky 
are commonly found across south-eastern Australia.

We assume that this song was telling the origin of some of the stars, which 
Bundjil and his family became after being blown up into the sky. The stars 
that Bundjil, his wives and his six sons became are listed in Box 3.20:

Box 3.20: The stars that Bundjil, his wives and his sons became

Bunjil Altair (α Aquilae)

His wives γ and ε Piscis Australis

Thara α centauri

Djŭrt Djürt β centauri

Yukope α crucis

Dan tun β crucis

Tadjeri Achernar

Turnŭng Star in a line with Achernar & Sirius

Source: Howitt, SLV MS Box 1053/2 (b), hw0391.pdf, p. 66; adapted by authors.

Of Bundjil’s six sons, Howitt also states that Yukope is the ‘green parakeet’, 
Dan tun is the ‘Blue Mountain parrot’ and Tadjeri is Phascogale penicillata.

Of Thara and Djŭrt Djürt, Howitt writes: ‘These two have all red color 
and are the ones that burned all the country from Gippsland to beyond 
the Murray. Thara is being carried by Djŭrt Djŭrt.’ And that ‘Tadjeri and 
Turnŭng overlook the whole world and watch it’.

Note that Barak also provided information that Howitt included in several 
plans of the starts in a draft letter to Otto Siebert (SLV MS Box 1052/3 (a), 
hw0350.pdf, p. 2).

It seems that this song was sung by Woiwurrung people to commemorate 
Bundjil and his family creators being blown up into the sky. The translation 
we suggest is given in example (3.16), ‘As a baby I stood on my legs, as a 
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baby (I) was twisted and (brought) straight up’. The use of the word milba 
‘bend, twist’ refers to the whirlwind with which the bird Ballin Pullin blew 
Bunjil and the people up to the sky.

Note that throughout this book, we will used the regularised Bundjil, where 
the u in the first syllable stands for the /u/ sound in English words like 
book and took. Many people now pronounce this word as if the first syllable 
had an /a/ vowel, rhyming with bun or bungle. Luise Hercus (1986: 234) 
recorded this word as bundjil [‘buːnɟɪl] (IPA updated from the original),30 
with the first vowel sounded as oo in book.

This song appears to relate to the Creation Corroboree song recorded in 
Smyth (1878, 1: 424) (see section 3.3). After relating the song of the crows 
that is presented there, and the creation of the crane (Karwee), Smyth wrote 
the following:

After this, Ballen-ballen (the Jay), who at that time was a man, had 
a great many bags full of wind, and being angry, he one day opened 
the bags, and made such a great wind that Bund-jel and nearly all 
his family were carried up into the heavens.

Howitt (1904: 430) tells a similar but more detailed version of the same story:

According to the Wurunjerri, the Pleiades are a group of young 
women, the Karat-goruk1, about whom there is a legend which 
recounts that they were digging up ants’ eggs with their yam-sticks, 
at the ends of which they had coals of fire, which Waang, the crow, 
stole from them by a stratagem. They were ultimately swept up into 
the sky, when Bellin-Bellin, the musk-crow, let the whirlwind out 
of his bag, at the command of Bunjil, and remained there as the 
Pleiades, still carrying fire on the ends of their yamsticks. Thomas 
speaks of the Pleiades as Karakarook, who was the daughter of 
Bunjil. When he made two men, his son Binbeal caused two women 
to come out of the water as wives for them, and Karakarook gave 
each of them a kunnan (woman’s stick).4

1. Karat, ‘group’; goruk, feminine postfix.

4. W. Thomas, Letters of Victorian Pioneers. [In Bride 1898: 86–87]

The connection between this song and the creation of fire suggests that 
perhaps it was performed at the Weinnie dance (see section 3.1.5.1).

30	  The original IPA transcription was [‘bu:ndjII], necessitated because of the lack of symbols ː, ɪ and ɟ.
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Thomas, in his long letter published in Bride, relates this to the creation 
story, noting that two men (koolin) were created by Punjil, and two women 
(lubra) by his brother Pallian, and that (Thomas in Bride 1898: 87):

Punjil put a spear in each koolin’s hand, and Karakarook, daughter 
to Punjil, put in each lubra’s hand a kannan (woman’s stick). Punjil, 
Pallian, and Karakarook go out with them some days, showing them 
how to get their food. The two men were taught to spear kangaroos, 
emus, &c., and the two lubras to get gum, roots, bandicoots, grubs, 
&c. One morning, when they awoke, they ‘no see Punjil, Pallian, 
and Karakarook’; ‘they had gone up above.’ The blacks say that 
all this took place ‘very far, far away’ to the N.W., not where ‘now 
blackfellows all about here sit down,’ alluding to their belief that 
man and woman were first created in other countries. All agree (I 
mean different tribes) in stating that that country was ‘far, far away,’ 
beyond what they know to the N.W., over seas.

The whirlwind31 and Bundjil are also mentioned in Thomas in an ‘Outline 
of a Work on Aborigines’ (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 21 Item 12, 
SLNSW_FL817795.jpg and SLNSW_FL817797.jpg):

Superstitions and religion notions. Yurren bar Yarren, when angry 
Pundgl cut em up all Blks [no see – inserted] Barrawang great 
whirlwind blow all pieces about make blks all countries all come 
from NW country – Tourt and Terrer Names of minor gods Agents 
of Bungil, 2 Young blks made conspic[uou]s by getting 1 fire from.  
for benefit of black man – Millowan tree where Terrer stop’d & & 
Tourt was burnt to death when trying to preserve fire for man on the 
mountn named [Munrru??] & for his exertions was caught above & 
made star of – [Berrul??] & Tourt – Tourt with a knife cut asunder 
the earth & let in all water which brought about Pt. Phillip Bay fears 
on loss of lock of hair, affecting tune.

While we cannot be certain, it is possible that the song that Thomas heard 
and described as having an ‘affecting tune’ is the same song as that written 
down by Howitt. Thomas, in his notes on a discussion with Wonga, wrote 
that ‘Tuart (stars) & Teer-reer – was 2 good blacks was caught up & made 
stars’ (SLNSW MLMSS 214 Volume 21 Item 11).

31	  Whirlwinds are also noted in connection with other Indigenous stories, such as that of the Bram 
brothers from the Wimmera.
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The association of Bundjil with stars extended well into western Victoria.32 
George Augustus Robinson wrote down the following note in a section of 
his notebooks headed ‘Vocabulary of the Grampians and Pyrenees Blacks 
commencing 19 July ’41’ (transcribed in Clark 2002: 141):

Punjil: a bright star which this 21 July rose in the NE. Tome and 
Poperchoke two small stars, one on each side of Punjil. Tome on the 
N and Poperchoke on the S, are said to be his wives. VDL said that 
fellow, i.e. that star the VDL natives said made the lakes and rivers 
with a flint, the + * + stars.

The reference to making lakes and rivers with a flint is another suggestion 
of connection between this song and the origin of fire. The origin of fire 
story is discussed in connection with the Weinnie dance, in section 3.1.5.1. 
Perhaps Bundjil’s song was sung at the Weinnie dance.

The bird that caused Bundjil and his family to be carried up into the sky 
is variously described as a ‘jay’ or a ‘musk crow’. We have not been able 
to establish what bird might have been referred to as a ‘musk crow’, but 
the term jay has been used to refer to both the ‘white-winged chough’ 
(Corcorax melanorhamphos) and the ‘black-faced cuckooshrike’ (Coracina 
novaehollandiae). The first of these is largely terrestrial and not a strong 
flier, and the second feeds largely on insects and other invertebrates and 
presents a rather docile demeanour. Both birds are thus unlikely candidates 
for having been able to carry Bundjil and family up into the heavens.

Perhaps a better choice is the ‘pied currawong’ (Strepera graculina), which 
according to at least one source is also called jay.33 The currawongs cause 
greater ruckus and are a scourge to smaller birds. There are a number of 
species, but the pied currawong is a likely choice in Melbourne.

A further confusion with identifying this bird is the similarity of the names 
of two birds, given in Green (Smyth 1878, 2: 115): the ‘lyrebird’ Bulinbulin 
and the jay Buleen-buleen. These are certainly different birds, but it is 
tempting to regularise both as bulin-bulin. Hercus (1986) recorded the 
name of the lyrebird as [ˈbʊlən ˈbʊlən]. However, the spelling of the name 

32	  Stanbridge (1858) gives the names and in some cases stories for a large number of stars and other 
heavenly bodies. Sirius, for example, is given as follows: ‘Warepil (Male Eagle) (Sirius), a chief of the 
Nurrumbunguttias, and brother to War’. There is likely a connection between Warepil and Bundjil.
33	  Peter Kurz, ‘Minstrels in Mallacoota’, Adobe Holiday Flats, October 1993, adobeholidayflats.
com.au/minstrels-in-mallacoota/. Many thanks to Paul Clyne for finding this reference and also for his 
knowledge of the habits of the various birds and guidance as to which is the most likely candidate for 
this bird. Also thanks to Peter Menkhorst for similar information.

http://adobeholidayflats.com.au/minstrels-in-mallacoota/
http://adobeholidayflats.com.au/minstrels-in-mallacoota/
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for the jay as ballen-ballen in the quote in Smyth (1878, 1: 424) and as 
bellin-bellin in the quote from Howitt (1904: 430) suggest that this bird’s 
name was perhaps balin-balin.34

The name of bird associated with this song, the balin-balin, may give 
information as to the location of the corroboree at which it was traditionally 
sung. A possible location connected with this corroboree is the swampy 
area on the Bulleen side of the Yarra River between what is now the Eastern 
Freeway and the Banksia Street Bridge. The name Bulleen is believed to be 
taken from the name of the Bolin Bolin Swamp and some have suggested 
this comes from the word for lyrebird,35 regularised by Blake as bulen-bulen. 
But perhaps the name is actually related to the ‘jay’ or ‘pied currawong’, 
which we will regularise as balin-balin, the bird that is specifically named 
as making the wind that blew Bundjil and family up into the sky.

We know that corroborees were performed nearby – see above the Donkey 
dance (section 3.1.5.4) that was performed near the junction of the Plenty 
and Yarra rivers.

Massola (1969) in his discussion of legends about Bundjil points to the area 
around Heidelberg as his dwelling place. It is also said that the Karatgurk, 
the five young women who had the secret of fire, lived on ‘the Yarra Flats’, 
which refers to the flat areas on both sides of the Yarra near Heidelberg. 
Another legend published by Massola (1969: 58) tells of the making of the 
Yarra. At this point we do not know the source of Massola’s information, 
and as a result, its reliability is open to question, but it may be that the 
corroboree associated with Bundjil’s song was traditionally performed at 
the Yarra Flats.

An actual example of a corroboree in which this song and perhaps also the 
Corroboree song (see section 3.2.5) were performed was documented by 
Daniel Bunce in the Argus of 13 April 1850, relating to a corroboree that 
occurred on 13 January of that year:

The weather being very hot, I preferred performing the journey 
at night by moonlight. For this purpose I instructed Jemmy to 
call me when the constellation Orion was at a certain elevation, 

34	  The ‘white winged chough’, otherwise known as a ‘jay’ is called munyukəl in Wembawemba 
(Hercus 1992). No cognate form for balin-balin has been found in other Kulin languages.
35	  See for example, Wikipedia, ‘Bulleen, Victoria’, accessed 13 February 2019, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Bulleen,_Victoria.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bulleen,_Victoria
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bulleen,_Victoria


INDIGENOUS SONGS OF VICTORIA

300

which would be midnight, when I intended making a start. This 
constellation the Melbourne blacks call Wallinjerry, which means a 
large man or giant. The seven stars, or the Pleiades, is called by them 
Moonmoondick, which word signifies a virgin. It is to the Pleiades 
that three of their most solemn and sacred corrobories are dedicated. 
They pray to her for fine weather, success in their hunting excursions 
&c; in fact there is scarcely a constellation or a star of the first and 
second magnitude which they have not a name for, and this ought 
to convince the more intelligent Europeans that the reasoning and 
discerning power of these people are of a higher order than they are 
generally inclined to give them credit for.

The transcription of Bundjil’s song from the State Library of Victoria 
manuscript is given as Box 3.21:

Box 3.21: Bundjil’s song, version 1

The Pleiades are called Karalgūrk, meaning a “cluster”

The three stars in Orions belt and the three other stars near are the Wallūng eri = 
the young men. When the Pleiades and Orion are seen it is a sign that the summer is 
coming.

The Blacks have a song which [has to do with Bunjil and which they sing when 
children are restless and cannot sleep – crossed out] [it is said was made by Bunjil and 
he then handed down from long age – inserted]. William says that he heard it from [his 
grandfather and gnouburk – inserted] the old people who said they got it from their 
parents who got it from theirs who got it from Bŭnjil. The song is as follows:

Bobopma tharey thǚn karˈeng nge

baby leg from knees down standing

Bobopba melbaˈ ngǚrrǚ djea-nga

baby leaning over straight up

The Pleiades are Karalgūrk write (a cluster – a group) They are five girls. One of 
them has fire at the end of her yam stick. Then young women were gathering 
yams at the Yarra flats. They made an oven and placed them in to bake. Ballin 
Pallin ghost then sent the whirlwind which blew Bǔnjil up into the [a – crossed 
out] sky with all these people. The ovens are still for that was the last day that 
Karal-grūk were in the earth. A bird (a small night bird) called nari-berm-gorūk 
is called “the shadow” of the Karalgūrk

Source: SLV MS Box 1053/2 (b), page 45, hw0391.pdf, p. 67; adapted by authors.

Note that the word gnouburk is ‘his grandfather’, ngaba ‘grandfather’ and 
-uk ‘3Sg.poss’. Note also that the use of ‘shadow’ may relate to the many 
references in the moiety, totem and social organisation systems of the 
Western Kulin moiety where one of these is the shadow or shade of another 
(see for example Howitt 1904: 111 and 120f ).
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The song was also published in Howitt (1887a: 334), presented here as 
Box 3.22:

Box 3.22: Bundjil’s song, version 2

Finally, I may conclude these notes by saying that there are also “lullabys” and 
children’s songs, of which the following will serve as samples:–

The Woiwurrung had a somewhat more pretentious song, as to which my informant 
said he “got it from his grandfather who got it from his parents, who got it from the 
old people, who got it from Bunjil.

Bobópma tháre thŭn karéngre

baby leg (from the knee down) standing

Bobópma melba ngürüjeana

baby lean in over straight up

Source: Howitt (1887a: 334); adapted by authors.

Howitt (1904: 150) lists the sex totems as:

The Wurunjerri not only had the Bat (Ngunun-ngunut) and the 
Owlet-nightjar (Ngari-barm-goruk), but the Kurnai totems also, 
under the names of Bunjil-boroin, meaning ‘twilight,’ for the Emu-
wren, and of the Wurn-goruk for the Superb Warbler.

The bird referred to as called nari-berm-gorūk and described as ‘“the 
shadow” of the Karalgūrk’ (Box 3.21) may be the female sex totem bird, 
equivalent to the yerrateth-gurrk of the Wemba-Wemba (see section 2.2.2 
for a discussion of the sex totems).

Our analysis is presented in (3.16):

(3.16) Bobopma tharey thǚn karˈeng nge

baby leg from knees down standing

bubup-ma dharri-dhan garrang nge

baby-? stand-1sg.pst (lower) leg so.prt

Bobopma melbaˈ ngǚrrǚ djea-nga

baby leaning over straight up

bubup-ma milba ngirr-dji nga

baby-? bend up-imp so.prt
‘As a baby I stood on my legs, as a baby, bring me twisting straight up!’
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Notes
The word for child, bubup, is followed by a formative of unknown meaning 
-ma.

The word transcribed as karˈeng nge is interpreted here as meaning ‘my leg’. 
Blake regularised the word for ‘thigh’ as djarrang, but the regularisation 
garrang used here is based on the form Kal-ge-grang given by Green in 
Smyth (1878, 2: 105), which would appear to be literally galk-i garrang 
‘leg of bone’.36

We have glossed karˈeng nge as garrang nge ‘lower leg-so.prt’. One possible 
reading is that it could be garrang-ik with the 1st person possessive suffix 
-ik, which accords with the meaning. However, it looks as if both lines 
of the song have a final particle nge/nga.

The word for ‘stand’ dharra is also similar in form to the name of one 
of Bundjil’s sons, written by Howitt as Thara (see Box 3.20).

The second line of the song may be addressed to the bird Ballin Pullin.

3.2.5 Song 4 – Corroboree song
The fourth song documented by Howitt is described as a ‘Corrobboree 
song’ and has so far only been found in published texts: in Torrance (1887: 
339), which included only the text and musical transcription, reprinted 
in Howitt (1904: 421). Howitt’s note (1904: 422) about this song reads: 
‘The corrobboree song given by Dr. Torrance is one used by the Wurunjerri, 
but of which I have no translation’. Only the following background 
information was written down about it (Howitt 1904: 421):

‘This drone or chant is repeated ad lib. as long as the ceremony lasts, 
a tone lower each time, and accompanied throughout with clapping 
of hands and stamping of feet.’

Torrance (1887: 336) himself wrote:

In the ‘Corroboree’ the rhythmic measures are emphasized by 
clapping of hands and stamping of feet. When one singer or set of 
singers is exhausted, others in turn take up and continue the chaunt 
ad lib., till the wild dance is concluded. 

36	  The case marking with -i is not discussed by Blake (1991: 67) in the section on case marking. 
However a similar compound also with -i is listed for ‘backbone’, galgi ngarrak in Blake (1991: 83).
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Figure 3.4: The Wurundjerri ‘Corrobboree’ song
Source: Torrance (1887); Courtesy State Library of NSW.

We assume that this song was written down by Torrance, rather than by 
Howitt, but was probably also reported from Barak.

The Corroboree song as it appears in Howitt (1904) is given in Figure 3.4. 
A manuscript version of Torrance’s text is found in a sheet of paper in the 
Howitt papers (SLV MS Box 1049/6 (a), hw0051.pdf ).

While this song comes with musical notation, there is no gloss or translation.

The song was sung repeated, but without the initial ē when the version was 
repeated.

We have transcribed the first version of the text in Box 3.23:

Box 3.23: Text of the ‘Corrobboree’ song

ē ngä wájĕlaiya bŭn-dḗa gḗnunwĭ́l

ngā burdā́ngalā́ yḗlengḗa gṓnowā́ra

Repeated

ē ngä wā́jĕlāī́ya bŭn-dḗa &c

Source: Howitt (1904: 421); adapted by authors.
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The acute accent would appear to mark accent/stress – either musical, or 
linguistic, or both. In our linguistic analysis of the text, presented in (91), 
we mark stress in the regularised line.

Although we have no information about the translation from Howitt, we 
suggest that it is a song giving the names of water birds. The form gunuwarra 
is well attested with the meaning ‘swan’. The word recorded for ‘pelican’ in 
Eastern Kulin sources is wadjil whereas in Western Kulin it is bardangal37 
and both words appear to be in the song. Since there is only one type of 
pelican in Australia, Pelecanus conspicillatus, the use of two different words 
from neighbouring languages for the same bird in this song is of interest. 
The use of two different words from two different languages is attested in 
songs in other parts of Australia,38 where it is employed for either emphasis 
or poetic reasons.

The song may be related to the moiety system. Although it is well known 
that the principal moiety division in Central Kulin was between waang 
‘crow’ and Bundjil ‘eaglehawk’, it is possible that the birds mentioned in this 
song are totems, part of a second level/subsystem of the moiety system that 
was not fully recorded for the Eastern Kulin tribes. The western Victorian 
totem system is described by Howitt (1904: 121), and the bardangal 
‘pelican’, there spelled Batya-ngal, is one of the ‘totems’ for the Wotjobaluk 
(Wimmera) tribe.

Our linguistic analysis is presented as (3.17):

(3.17) ē ngä wājĕlāiya bŭn-dēa gēnunwĭl

e nga ˈwadjil-ˈaya bundh-ˈaya ˈdjinang-wil

so.part so.part pelican-? bite-? foot?-having

ngā burdāngalā yēlengēa gōnowāra

nga baˈrda-ngaˈla ˈyeleng-ˈaya ˈgunaˈwara

so.part pelican light-? swan
‘E, nga, (it is) the pelican, (it is) the biting one, (it is) the one legged one 
(crane), nga, (it is) the pelican, (it is) the light one, (it is) the swan.’

37	  Thanks to Barry Blake for pointing this out. The spelling we have used here employs voiced 
consonants in keeping with Blake (1991). For Western Kulin languages, more recent sources use voiceless 
consonants, and the form in the Piangil varient of Wati-Wati is spelled partangal in Blake et al. (2011).
38	  Mary Laughren, pers. comm.
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Notes
Our suggestion that the song celebrates a range of birds comes from the fact 
that several bird names are instantly recognisable in it. We cannot know 
that our translation is correct, but it seems to us that a song having both 
forms for ‘pelican’ and ‘swan’ is likely to have meant something like what is 
suggested. We can assume that speakers of Eastern Kulin languages would 
have recognised the forms.

We think it likely that djinang-wil, literally ‘foot having’, probably meaning 
‘on one leg’ is also a bird name, possibly referring to a crane. Howitt’s 
manuscripts include a story about a crane called Karwin(e) who fought with 
the people. The story says that ‘Bunjil came and took his wife away – there 
they had a corrobboree’ (MV XM 775, p. 6). It is possible that this song is 
related to that corroboree.

The word yēlengēa may also have referred to a bird, literally ‘the light one’, or 
perhaps ‘the morning one’. Words with initial yeling-/yaling- mean ‘light, 
day, today’.

The word for ‘swan’, gunawara, is regularised with a retroflex /r/ based on 
cognate forms in Werkaya and Wemba-Wemba (Hercus 1986, 1992).

Musicological analysis
Torrance comments that the song is repeated ‘as long as the ceremony 
lasts’. The range is a major third (C–E), but we do not know if subsequent 
repetitions would descend further. After the intonation on E, sliding 
downward to D, the entire text is repeated on one note, then descends a full 
tone to C at the syllable ‘nga’, which signals the next repetition of the text. 
The intonation is not sung at the next repetition, and Torrance says that it 
is not sounded any more in the performance. As for all of the songs, each 
pitch is sung on a separate syllable.

This song is shorter than Kurburu’s song (section 3.2.2) (5 measures vs 7). 
As for the preceding songs, the metre shifts between duple (2/4) and triple 
(3/4). For this song, the syllable nga always appears on a crotchet, and bars 
2 and 3 end with crotchets; bars 2 and 3 in Wenberi’s song (section 3.2.3) 
also have the same rhythmic pattern. Both Kurburu’s song and Wenberi’s 
song include crotchets at the beginnings.
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Unlike the other two songs, there is a distinctive dotted rhythmic figure at 
the end of bar 1 that is followed by 2 quavers. This pattern appears at the 
beginning of each repetition of the text.

This song was performed by a large group of Indigenous people at the 
Tanderrum ceremony, to open the Melbourne International Festival, 
on 3 October 2018.39

3.2.6 Words relating to growing up
The last of five texts that we present here may not be a song but is possibly 
a fragment of ritual text. It was spoken by old Bobbery, who may be the 
same as Bobbinary. The text is present in Howitt (1904: 255) but a more 
complete version was noted down in the manuscript notebook (Museums 
Victoria, XM 759, p. 27). The description containing this text is not 
obviously connected to other portions of this section of the notebook, 
which for example includes some information about initiation. However, 
the English words below the text – ‘The child come from the man and the 
woman is only like a nurse’ – suggest that it might have been used to declare 
that the boys, though brought up by women, were now joining their fathers 
and the other males. Howitt (1904: 255) explains this text as confirming 
the patrilineal descent among the Wurundjeri.

As such, our first feeling was that this text was a kind of ‘growing up song’, 
similar perhaps to the New Moon chant recorded in the Western Kulin 
languages (see section 2.3.4). The mention of ‘nurse’ is common to both 
texts. In addition, the laying out of the words in the ‘line format’ suggests 
it may have been a song/poetic text, but there is no direct evidence that this 
is a song text.

There are two versions of this text, the first is in Howitt’s field notebook, 
Museums Victoria (XM 759, p. 27), presented in Box 3.24, and the second 
in the State Library of Victoria (MS Box 1053/2), presented in Box 3.25.

39	  A version of the recording was put up on YouTube a few days later, at Dirty Pierre, ‘Tanderrum 
Festival 2018’, YouTube, accessed 10 October 2018, www.youtube.com/watch?v=B8EPgwRUr0E. As 
we understand it, the musical setting of this performance was done by Dr Lou Bennett, who kindly 
provided us with a recording of her singing it, showing the way in which the song steps up and down 
one full tone in melody as it is repeated.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B8EPgwRUr0E
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Box 3.24: Words relating to growing up, version 1

Sometimes when the boys were grumbling old Bobbery – next to Billi Bellary – said 
“Why do you not listen to me – I am here – and you have my body”.
Kangi mŭrrŭmbik!
Indara ngarrūngŭn
Mŭn ngŭrlik nu nnŭn
Thŭm bŭn – murrumbik
Koy-ū-it nanthŭn narra
Murrumbik.
The child come from the man and the woman is only like a nurse.
Murrumbik = me

Indara ngarrūngŭn

Listen = [language – crossed out]

Why don’t you listen to this word

Source: MV XM 759, p. 27; adapted by authors.

Box 3.25: Words relating to growing up, version 2

Marriage was only allowed between Waa and Bunjil (-thara) not within the class or 
totem. Descent of all children through the father. The child was supposed to emanate 
from the male parent only as to which William made the following statements. 
“The child comes from the man and the woman is only like a nurse.
“I remember what Old Bobberi, who was next to Billi Billary, once said. It was at 
Dandenong. Some boys were grumbling and would not mind him. The old man got 
vexed and said: “Why do you not listen to me – I am here – and there you stand with 
my body” (Indara ngarūngǔn mǔn ngǔrlik nǔnnǔn thǔmban – mǔrǔmbi-ek koy-ū-it 
wanthǔn-ara mǔrǔmbik) 
[Indara ngarǔngǔn =listen ? – written in the margin]

Source: SLV MS Box 1053/2, page 2, hw0391.pdf, p. 3; adapted by authors.

We have not been able to make a complete linguistic analysis of this text. 
What we have done is presented as (3.18):

(3.18) kangi mŭrŭmbik

gang(g)i marrambik

dem? 1sg
‘(Here/This??) is me.’

Indara ngarrūngŭn

windharra ngarn.ga-ny

wh listen-3.pst? part
‘For what did (s/he) listen?’
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Mŭn ngŭrlik nu nnŭn

man ngarrlik n(h)anhan-

? ?-1sg.poss see-?1sg.pres
‘I am seeing my …?’

Thŭmbŭn – murrumbik

dhumba-ny marrambayik

talk-3.pst?/part 1sg.poss
‘My talking’

Koy-ū-it nanthŭn narra

goy-uth n(h)an-dhan -nharr

?-loc see-1sg.pst? -2sg.pres
‘… I saw you there.’

murrumbik

marrambik

1sg
‘(Near) my body/me.’

The overall translation of this whole text seems to have been something like 
this: 

‘What is the purpose of listening to me here?
I am seeing my … my talking
I saw you there … (near) me.’

Notes
We might expect the first word kangi to be a deictic or a demonstrative. 
Green (in Smyth 1878, 2: 111) explains the demonstratives as follows: 
‘The same word (Mangee) is used thus: -Mângee: There in that place, or 
there it is; Mang: Here in this place, or here it is’. Earlier, he gave a form 
Kon-noee with the meaning ‘that’. Thomas gives Kar-gee ‘he’, Kar-lo ‘that or 
that one’ and Kun-me ‘this or this one’ (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 23 
Item 02), which perhaps suggests a demonstrative/deictic system with initial 
g-. We suggest that gang(g)i marrambik can be translated as ‘This is me’.
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The form murrumbik and other forms ‘based on a root marram “body” 
augmented by b plus pronominal suffixes’ are frequently found in the 
records of the Eastern Kulin languages (see Blake 1991: 70). The appearance 
of these in genuine texts such as this confirms that these forms were used 
as pronouns.

The word indara is certainly a WH- form, meaning ‘what for’, based on a root 
windha-. There is a connection with phrases translated as ‘I don’t know’, such 
as indunga, recorded by Curr (1877, 3: 526; see Blake 1991: 77). We suggest 
that this construction, though literally ‘for what did he/she listen’, actually 
means ‘what was the purpose of hearing me if you didn’t listen?’

The form Koy-ū-it may contain a locative -uth (Blake 1991: 67), and this 
would then suggest a place in which the boys are.

We suggest that the form nanthŭn narra may mean ‘I saw you’, where 
the past suffixal form of the 1st person singular -dhan is followed by a 
2nd person singular -nharr, which is the form of the present tense suffix. 
Blake (1991: 75) gave an example of the 2nd person singular object bound 
pronoun as -in, which is the same form as the possessive. However, Thomas 
(SLNSW MLMSS 214, Box 23 Item 02) recorded a sentence where the 1st 
person subject bound pronoun, present form -nhan was used as an object, 
as Tombarknan, ‘come and tell me’, which we analyse as (3.19):

(3.19) dhumba-k-nhan

speak-imp-1sg.pres
‘Tell me!’

The form -nharr is singular, although both manuscripts suggest that this 
was spoken to a group of boys, so a non-singular reference might have been 
expected.

The following sentences (in Box 3.26) from Thomas in Smyth (1878, 2: 127) 
also appear to have object pronouns, sometimes the same as the possessive 
form -ik and sometimes similar to the subject -(nh)an.

Box 3.26: Sentences with 1st person singular object pronouns

Give me
Lend me
Bring me
Send me

 – – 
 – –
 – –
 – – 

U-mar-leek.
We-am-be-kan.
Won-da-nun. 
U-ro-ma-kun.

Source: Thomas in Smyth (1878, 2: 127); adapted by authors.
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3.3 Creation Corroboree song in Smyth – 
a song of the crows
Smyth records one important song with considerable contextual information, 
the Creation Corroboree song. It is possible that this was sung in the same 
ceremonies as Bundjil’s song, recorded by Howitt (see section 3.2.4).

This song comes in connection with two creation stories presented by 
Smyth (1878, 1: 424). The first of these is given as follows, with Smyth’s 
footnotes, showing that the source for this is Thomas:40

THE FIRST MEN.

The Melbourne blacks say that Pund-jel made of clay two males. 
This was in long, long ages past; and the two first breathed in a 
country towards the north-west (Oodi-yul-yul wootunno per-reen 
N’gervein). Pund-jel made of clay two male blacks, in the following 
manner.-With his big knife he cut three large sheets of bark. On one 
of these he placed a quantity of clay, and worked it into a proper 
consistence with his knife. When the clay was soft, he carried 
a portion to one of the other pieces of bark, and he commenced 
to form the clay into a man , beginning at the feet; then he made 
the legs, then he formed the trunk and the arms and the head.* 
He made a man on each of the two pieces of bark. He was well 
pleased with his work, and he looked at the men a long time, and 
he danced round about them. He next took stringybark from a tree 
(Eucalyptus obliqua), made hair of it, and placed it on their heads-
on one straight hair and on the other curled hair. Pund-jel again 
looked at his work, much pleased (Bul-li-to monomeeth), and once 
more he danced round about them. To each he gave a name: the man 
with the straight hair he called Ber-rook-boorn; the man with the 
curled hair, Koo-kin Ber-rook. After again smoothing with his hands 
their bodies, from the feet upwards to their heads, he lay upon each 
of them, and blew his breath into their mouths, into their noses, and 
into their navels; and breathing very hard, they stirred. He danced 
round about them a third time. He then made them speak, and 
caused them to get up, and they rose up, and appeared as fullgrown 
young men-not like children,†

40	  We have not yet identified where the original of this appears in Thomas’s manuscripts.



311

3. EASTERN KULIN SONGS

* ‘In company with some blacks, I was looking at a brickmaker at 
work, near the new bridge over the Yarra (Prince’s bridge), when a 
Western Port black, named “Billy Lonsdale,” seeing the brickmaker 
smoothing the clay in the mould, said “Marminarta, like ’em that 
Pund-jel make “’m Koolin.”’ – The late William Thomas’s MS. 

† Some say that the first man was made at Koorra-boort, a place 
near Ballarat ; others that he was made at Boo-err-go-en [this is the 
name of PUN-JEL’s brother], situated on the River Goulburn, about 
twelve miles above the town of Yea. He was formed, they say, of the 
gum of the wattle (Acacia mollissima), and he came out of the knot 
of a wattle-tree, and entered into the body of a young woman, when 
afterwards he appeared as a male child.

In a manuscript draft of this story (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 21 
Item 07, pp. 6–7, (SLNSW_FL849539.jpg and SLNSW_FL849541.jpg), 
Thomas wrote:

They have a tradition of creation of man they say Pundgyl made of 
clay two male blacks, when pressed them to know when and where, 
they have invariably replied, Woody Youl Youl Wotonno, Perrin 
Ngervein meaning infinitely of ages [past – inserted] and distance 
pointing to the NW by Nth.

This story includes a line of text, referring to the creation of people in 
north-west Victoria. This is related to the creation stories presented in the 
discussion of the context of Bundjil’s song (see section 3.2.4) and may be a 
reflection of the origins of the Kulin people in areas to the north and west of 
the present location of Eastern Kulin. In the manuscript version the phrase 
is translated as ‘infinitely of ages past’, with two possible interpretations, 
one as meaning ‘plentiful winters, plentiful years’, where the compound 
phrase birrin(g) ngawany may refer to winter. Thomas does give the form 
per-ring-nger-wein as ‘winter’ in one source (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 
21 Item 05). An alternative analysis is that the sentence refers not to time, 
but to location, a place, far away where the winter sun abounds, which is 
true of the north-west of Victoria in contrast to Melbourne. Our suggested 
analysis41 of this sentence is presented in (3.20):

41	  We are very grateful to Barry Blake (pers. comm.) and Andrew Tanner (pers. comm.) for their 
observations on the analysis of this line.
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(3.20) oodi yul-yul wootunno per-reen N’gervein

wudi-yal-yal wudhano birrin(g) ngawany

plenty abounding winter sun
‘Plentiful abounding winters / years’ or

‘The winter sun is plentiful and abounding.’

The other words in language in this text are buladu manamith (Bul-li-
to monomeeth), literally ‘big good’, translated by Smyth as ‘much pleased’, 
and two names of the two humans who were created, ‘the man with the 
straight hair he called Ber-rook-boorn, the man with the curled hair, Koo-
kin Ber-rook’. These can be regularised as berruk burrn and gugin berruk 
respectively, where the word berr is presumed to mean ‘hair’, possibly 
marked by the Western Kulin 3rd person singular possessor -uk. This word 
has not been found in any Eastern Kulin sources, listed in Blake (1991), but 
the word is probably the same root as the Wemba-Wemba word pirrə ‘bald 
head with just a few tufts of hair’ (Hercus 1992).42

Two place names are also mentioned, where the first man was made, Koorra-
boort ‘a place near Ballarat’, and where the others were made, Boo-err-go-en. 
Note that this second word is clearly related to the word given by Green (in 
Smyth 1878, 2: 99f ) for ‘create’, booeegigat.

The second creation story, which includes the Corroboree song, is as follows 
(Smyth 1878, 1: 425–27):

The story is thus told by another man of the Wa-woo-rong or Yarra 
tribe :- Bund-jel was the first man. He made everything, and the 
second man (Kar-ween) he made also, as well as two wives for Kar-
ween. But Bund-jel made no wife for himself, and after the lapse 
of time he came to want Kar-ween’s wives. Kar-ween watched his 
wives very jealously, and was careful that Bund-jel should not get 
near them. Bund-jel, however, was clever enough to steal both of 
the wives in the night, and he took them away. Kar-ween, taking 
some spears with him, pursued Bundjel, but he could not find him, 
nor could he find his wives. But in a short time Bund-jel came 
back, bringing with him the two women. He asked Kar-ween to fight 
on the following day; and he proposed that if Kar-ween conquered 
he should have the women, and if Bund-jel conquered that they 
should be his. To this Kar-ween agreed. But Kar-ween had in his 

42	  Note that the form berruk is similar to the name of Berak, which would be regularised as berrak. 
This similarlity is probably coincidental.
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mind a different plan. And this was his plan: to make Ingargiull or 
corroboree. Kar-ween spoke to Waung (the Crow), and asked him to 
make a corrobboree. And many crows came, and they made a great 
light in the air, and they sang:

Mene-Nar-in-gee,
Targo Barra Targo,
Burra mene long-go,
Wah!

Whilst they were thus singing, Bund-jel danced. Kar-ween took a 
spear and threw it at him, and wounded him a little in the leg, but 
not in such a manner as to hurt Bund-jel much. Bund-jel, however, 
was very angry, and he seized a spear and threw it at Kar-ween. It was 
so well thrown that it went through the joint of Kar-ween’s thigh. 
And Kar-ween could walk about no more. Kar-ween became sick. 
He became as lean as a skeleton, and thereupon Bund-jel made 
Kar-ween a Crane, and that bird was thereafter called Kar-ween.

Bund-jel was the conqueror. The two women became his wives, 
and he had many children. After this, Ballen-ballen (the Jay), who at 
that time was a man, had a great many bags full of wind, and being 
angry, he one day opened the bags, and made such a great wind that 
Bund-jel and nearly all his family were carried up into the heavens.

Note that this story also relates to Bundjil’s song (section 3.2.4). Since the 
song being discussed here refers to an event that occurred before Bundjil 
was blown up into the sky, perhaps this was also the order in which these 
were performed at a corroboree?

The word Ingargiull, apparently the name of a type of corroboree, is based 
on the word ngarrga ‘dance’ (see section 3.1.8), possibly combined with the 
frequentative particle -ila.

While the words in the sentence of text in the story presented above as 
example (3.20), and also the name of the dance can be recognised from 
other sources, Smyth does not give any information at all about the possible 
meaning of this song but we believe we can suggest a meaning. The context 
as explained in Smyth is that all of the crows ‘made a great light in the 
air’ (a phrase that is difficult to interpret) and were singing while Bund-
jel danced, while at the same time Karween is planning to spear Bund-jel. 
Perhaps, then, the words are an encouragement by the crows to Bund-jel 
for him to stay dancing in a particular place, to make it easier for Karween.
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In light of this, our suggested translation of this song is presented as (3.21):

(3.21) mene nar-in-gee

minu ngarrga-n-dji 

here dance-?-imp
‘Dance here!’

targo barra targo burra

dhagu barra dhagu barra 

neg stop neg stop
‘Don’t stop! Don’t stop’

mene long-go

minu laang-u

here stone?-3sg.poss
‘Here, (at) his stone.’

wah!

wa

excl
‘Wah!’

Notes
We are grateful to Barry Blake (pers. comm.) for suggesting that Targo may 
be a negative, dhagu, a form found in a range of sources; for example, 
in Curr’s Ngooraialum language (1887, 3: 524–29). The word burra 
(presumably barra) is found in both Bunce (in Smyth 1878, 2) and Haydon 
(1846) with the meaning ‘stop, wait’.

We have assumed that since the crows were gathering in the sky, and possibly 
fighting, that the first line may mean ‘dance here’. Thomas records minu as 
‘here’ (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 23 Item 02). We assume that Nar-in-
gee is a form of the word for ‘dance’ (see Table 3.2).

The word long-go may be a 3rd person singular possessed form of the word 
for song, regularised as laang.

The final wa! is presumably an exclamation or cry.
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3.4 Songs documented by William Thomas
Altogether, William Thomas43 wrote down at least 11 song texts including 
one ritual text for regaining consciousness after a kidney fat attack. 
The various song texts in the Mitchell Library manuscripts, together with 
the song recorded in Bride (1898), are often accompanied by much more 
context and relate to corroborees and rituals of various types (see sections 
3.4.2 to 3.4.11).

Thomas wrote a small note about the songs headed ‘Miscellaneous 
information about songs’, which is found in SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 
23 Item 01, SLNSW_FL847436.jpg:

Miscellaneous information about songs 

Songs – The Aborigines Songs tho’ they may to a casual bystander 
appear to be composed of numerous words, such is not the case 8 
to 10 words are the longest I have met with – their songs something 
like our dances – are generally according to the action or motion of 
the body – they repeat every word over the whole as they proceed 
and liquidate the sounds … 

The songs presented here are mostly short in the number of words, and 
must indeed have been repeated many times. The above quote occurs 
immediately before the text of the second Gaiggip song (see Box 3.28 in 
section 3.4.1).

3.4.1 Gaiggip/Gaggip
One of the most important Indigenous songs recorded for Victoria is 
the Gaiggip, the text of which, in seven sections, is found in the Thomas 
papers (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 21 Item 03, SLNSW_FL832691.
jpg). It is probably the longest song text we have. The text of Gaiggip 
(also spelled Gaggip, Gaegape, Gageed, Gossip44 and others) is discussed in 
section 3.4.7.2.

43	  Thomas has been sometimes described as Rev. William Thomas, such as in Morey (1999). In his 
biography by Mulvaney (adb.anu.edu.au/biography/thomas-william-2727), there is no mention of him 
being ordained. He did certainly conduct church services in Victoria from the time he arrived in 1839.
44	  In 1994, the Benalla Art Gallery had an exhibition called Sweet Damper and Gossip from which 
a book was produced (Fox with Phipps 1994). The word gossip is believed to be a mistranscription of 
Thomas’s gaiggip. We are grateful to Ian Clark (pers. comm.) for pointing this out.

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/thomas-william-2727
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The importance of the Gaiggip is confirmed by the fact that it was still 
remembered some two generations later; Howitt stating that ‘William Berak 
remembers some of the Kulin from the Buffalo River coming to a great 
meeting near Melbourne. They were the Mogullum bitch tribe, and their 
Head man was called Kallakallap, who had great influence and was listened to’ 
(SLV MS Box 1053/2 (c), hw0391.jpg, p. 96). Moreover, as discussed further 
below, Barak made a painting of a traditional dance that is associated with the 
name Gageed (see also Vanderbyl 2019b), an alternative spelling of Gaiggip.

It seems that the Gaiggip was performed at large gatherings on two separate 
occasions in 1843–44 and again in March 1845. It was at the second of 
these the chief Kallakallap attended. The first recorded performances of it 
were in December 1843 to February 1844, as described in the journals of 
William Thomas (Stephens 2014). The background to the performance was 
a major gathering of tribes in Melbourne45 in connection with the arrest 
and imprisonment of two Indigenous people, Polerong Billy Lonsdale and 
Warrodor D’Villiers, who had been accused of killing Warralim, a Western 
Port youth at Torridon (presumably Tooradin). Stephens (2014: 571n) notes 
that ‘the men were released from jail on 28/12/43 and the tribes conducted 
their own judicial proceedings in February 1844’.

In his quarterly report for the period from 1 December 1843 to 1 March 
1844, Thomas wrote (in Stephens 2014, 1: 572):

1843 Dec Observations on Gaggip, the purport to make Blackfellows 
friends. “I have every reason to believe that such is the case, one of the 
Devils River Blks gave me the following History of Gaggip. He stated 
that there are in the Australian Alps a race of Blks who live in Stone 
Houses made by themselves [not caves] and that some of these blacks 
give them, that these Blacks are very good like our Sunday, they teach 
Omeo, Devils River, Broken River & other Blks dances & singing, 
that other Blks go to these blacks & learn & when one tribe has gaggip 
with another from that time they are friends. This is borne out by the 
real Gaggip consisting of seven different Dances in each a Weapon 
& one is used & in each Dance a Different one, they have but 6 War 
implements which answers to the 6 Dances, in the 7th Dance a bough 
the emblem of peace, when the Dances are all finished which lasts for 
some days , & may be consider’d after all but as one service the barks 
which represent the parties engaged (each of which has a Division of 
seven patches of wurup (emblem of Joy & cheerfulness) are collected 

45	  A scan of Thomas’s drawing of the encampment position of the tribes is given in Stephens (2014, 1: 
571).



317

3. EASTERN KULIN SONGS

together & put in the Centre of the camp in silence proclaiming good 
will to all around. If such a race do exist in the Australian Alps (and 
I see no reason to doubt there may be & many other intelligent races 
thro this extensive Continental island) it makes the 3rd party Civilized 
discovered … [He goes on to talk about stone habitations at Thorns 
River and Scrubby Creek, Portland district]46 

Note that the word wurup ‘emblem of joy & cheerfulness’ would probably 
be regularised as wirrap, being also written down by Thomas as wee-reep 
‘Bright red ochre (sign of Joy & Mirth)’ (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 
21 Item 05).47 This word is also mentioned in connection with the Neur-re-
ung-ern-er (see section 3.1.5.2)

We do not know what language this song is, or if the word Gaiggip is a 
word in the Woiwurrung or Thagungwurrung language. As the passage 
above makes clear, Thomas was told by a person from the Devils River 
(Thagungwurrung)48 that the dancing and singing were taught by the people 
from the Alps, but without information about what language they spoke. 
Thomas does mention the stone houses more than once in his papers, but as 
far as we know, there are no other contemporary references to stone houses 
in the Alps. In view of this we are treating this song here because it was 
performed in the Eastern Kulin area.

It is possible that the Gaiggip text was also sung at the Tanderrum ceremony 
described below (section 3.4.1.1). This was performed in March 1845 in the 
presence of ‘old Chief Kuller Kullip’ from the Mogoloombeek, a tribe who 
lived in the Australian Alps. The presence of this chief and the connection 
of the Gaiggip to the ‘people from Alps’ are factors that connect these two 
periods of performance.

Smyth (1878, 1: 136) reports that Thomas gave ‘an account of a great 
gathering of Aborigines at the Merri Creek, near its junction with the River 
Yarra Yarra’ and that in attendance there was a very respected old man who 
was named Kul-ler-kul-lup. Smyth (1878, 1: 137) added:

He said that Kul-ler-kul-lup had informed them that there was a 
race living in the Alps who inhabited only the rocky parts, and had 
their homes in caves ; that this people rarely left their haunts but 

46	  This mention of stone dwellings is reminiscent of the Wati-Wati Story of the Great Stone of Balaarook 
(Blake et al. 2011: 224).
47	  Thank you to Andrew Tanner for pointing out this reference.
48	  Elsewhere Thomas notes that he got his information about the Gaiggip from two native policemen 
(Stephens 2014, 1: 572). 
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when severely pressed by hunger, and mostly clung closely to their 
cave-dwellings; that to this people the Australians were indebted for 
corrobborees; that corrobborees were conveyed by dreams to Kul-
ler-kul-lap’s people and other Australians ; and that the men of the 
caves and rocks were altogether superior to the ordinary Aboriginal.

Thus it seems likely that Kul-ler-kul-lup may have been the source of the 
Gaiggip text, or had received it in some form from the ‘Druids’, even though 
he was not present at the 1843–44 performances. Moreover, it seems that 
there was some kind of connection between Gaiggip and Tanderrum. In his 
diary of Wednesday 7 April 1845, Thomas wrote ‘take copies of the Sacred 
Dance of the Devils River Blacks named New-re-ung-ern-er’ (Stephens 2014, 
2: 237). This dance, which involves the use of effigies, is discussed above 
(section 3.1.5.2). Thomas did regard the New-re-ung-ern-er and Gaiggip as 
separate events, although it seems that both were brought by people from the 
Devils River (Taungurong) down to Melbourne. It remains unclear how New-
re-ung-ern-er relates to Gaiggip, or how either of them relates to Tanderrum, 
but both the Gaiggip and Tanderrum include ‘emblems of peace’. The seven 
different sections of the text are presumed to relate to these seven ‘emblems’.

An important aspect of the Gaiggip is the ‘Druids’ who composed it. 
Thomas refers to these ‘Druids’ several times in his papers. Under the 
heading ‘Tradition, Aboriginal Druids or inventors of Dances’ (SLNSW 
MLMSS 214, Volume 03 Item 01, SLNSW_FL827771.jpg), he wrote:

The Blacks say that their are in the Australian alps, who continually 
live in stone houses, Great wise Blacks who make blacks dream or 
appear to them & show them dances. I have a drawing from an old 
black representing one of these druids coming forth from the Rocky 
habitation & 6 Druids dancing.

In another part of his papers (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 23 Item 02, 
SLNSW_FL814517.jpg) Thomas names these Druids (in language) as:

Bul-lun-ger-me-tum – Aboriginal Druids Blacks say 1st invented 
songs and dances live in rocks drawn one thus: 

It is likely that last two syllables of Bul-lun-ger-me-tum contain the form 
elsewhere spelled middang or -mittung, found as the final portion of the 
names of a number of Indigenous groups in the north-east of Victoria, such 
as the Pallanganmiddang (Blake and Reid 1999).49

49	  Thanks to Jacqui Durrant for pointing this out.
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This description is followed by a drawing to the right, which may represent 
the drawing referred to above (‘one of the druids coming forth from the 
Rocky Habitation’). 

On Wednesday 10 January 1844, Thomas noted in his diary: ‘One sketches 
me the ranges where Wise Black fellows make Gaggip live’ (Stephens 
2014, 2: 3).

Thomas (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 23 Item 01, SLNSW_FL847484.
jpg) adds that:

A further race have been made known to me [by my blacks & other 
?? – inserted] inhabiting the Australian alps, a portion of which 
people never go out to seek their food but live on what is given them 
and herbs. This [people the blacks say – inserted] have large stone 
houses very large and are always singing and making Gaggips for 
Black fellows. 

A number of entries from Thomas’s diaries (Stephens 2014, 1: 571–72; 
originals in SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 03 Item 02, c009910139h.jpg 
to c009910141h.jpg) at this time refer to the Gaiggip as commencing on 
Friday 22 December 1843, and running for at least six days:

Saturday 23rd December 1843 … Blks have 2nd Gaiggip. Some more 
N. Pol[ice] arrive. Karroby at evening very grand

Sunday 24 December 1843 … had much trouble in keeping them 
from having a Gaggip but succeeded till the Evening when they 
had one

Wednesday 27 December 1843 … Children promise to come 
following day, last day of Gaggip which has now lasted 6 days 
[margin note: Gaggip in fear of Police].

The reference ‘Gaggip in fear of Police’ may mean that some White 
authorities in Melbourne at the time tried to ban the performance of the 
Gaiggip; the ceremony perhaps continued as long as the two men mentioned 
above were in custody.

In a further discussion about the Gaiggip, Thomas adds in his paper for 
Duffy (Stephens 2014, 2: 95n):

that the Omeo, Devil River, Twofold Bay, Ovens, Murrumbidgee 
and other tribes send there old men Doctors there to learn what 
is good do sing, Gaegape like white man Sundays church big one 



INDIGENOUS SONGS OF VICTORIA

320

Sunday, And I am informed that from these sages of the rocks or 
druids have sprung these new series of sacred dances with such 
curious effigies, altogether new from anything that have as yet been 
heard or seem among the Aborigines of Victoria.

A very detailed description of the ceremony at which it was performed is 
found in a letter from J.H. McCabe, published in the Port Phillip Gazette, 
Saturday 11 February 1843, page 3:50

ORIGINAL CORRESPONDENCE.
ABORIGINAL CEREMONY.

To the Editor of the. Port Phillip Gazette.

Sir – Having been eye-witness to a ceremonial of the Aborigines of 
which I do not remember to have seen mention in any work relating 
to them, I beg to send you the following account: –

On Saturday morning last, I was informed by some of the blacks, that 
a corrobera would take place in the afternoon. This being an unusual 
proceeding, I walked to the Merri Creek, and fortunately reached the 
miam miams as the ceremony commenced. The lubras were seated, 
and had just commenced singing in a more plaintive manner than I 
can recollect to have heard them before; a few of the men were with 
them beating time with their sticks, and all were intently looking 
towards the bank of the creek (about 200 yards distant) from which, 
after some time, I saw a body of the men advancing, consisting of 
between 40 and 50. They were naked as at an ordinary corrobera – 
some few of them being entirely painted red, the hair also plastered 
with red clay – the remainder were without any ornament. Each of 
them had standing up from his forehead a thin twig, on the top of 
which was fastened a small bunch of white Cockatoo feathers; in 
each hand they carried green branches; they advanced very slow, their 
bodies slightly bent, stamping their feet to the tune of the music, and 
whisking the branches on alternative sides of the legs, uttering a hissing 
exclamation at each step. Their march was serpentine, each treading 
nearly in the footsteps of the foregoing, and in silence towards the 
spot where the singers sat; on arriving at which they formed a circle, 
of which the singers were in the centre, and stood keeping time to the 
music with their feet, but the branches were then, first with the right 
hand, and then with the left, advanced with a sudden motion of the 
arm straight out from the shoulder towards his neighbour, the effect 

50	  Another transcription was published by Connecting with Country on Facebook, 1 September 2020, 
accessed 1 December 2021, www.facebook.com/conwithco/posts/163320808711895.

http://www.facebook.com/conwithco/posts/163320808711895
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of which was very pleasing. They continued this for a few minutes, 
when they started at full speed to the place from whence I at first saw 
them advance; in a short time they again came forward in a serpentine 
direction as before, but they had now green branches only in the left 
hand, while in the right they carried wands covered with the down of 
the cockatoo; their manner of advancing was different, as it consisted 
of a regular step and a bounding one, the time being carefully kept with 
the music, and the hissing exclamations also continued. The circle was 
formed round the singers as before, but at a given signal, the singers 
arose – the men forming the procession heading them, dancing and 
shouting – much in the fashion, I recollect, in old engravings of the 
Israelites dancing before the Ark. The whole party proceeded to the 
bank or creek; I followed them, and there found a bark miam miam 
built, the outside of which was carefully cut and painted in the same 
style as their shields; the singers were ranged on one side, and the 
men continued dancing and shouting on the opposite side, advancing 
reverently and touching the miam miam with the wands, which they 
at last threw on the roof of it with tremendous yells, and the ceremony 
was at end, occupying in the whole about three-quarters of an hour.

The only explanation I could get from the blacks was, that they did 
not call this a corrobera, but a ‘gageed’ – that it was black fellows 
Sunday, and that it was like going to church.

It should also, perhaps, be noted that a number of the natives stood at 
a considerable distance from the spot where the ceremony took place; 
and one of them told me they could not go to it, but either could 
not or would not, tell me the reason. I find it impossible to convey 
any description of the extraordinary scene; but as all circumstances 
connected with the customs and manner of the Aborigines are of 
interest, I have attempted to be as minute as possible in describing 
this ceremony, of which probably some of your readers may be able 
to give an explanation.

Yours Truly
Melbourne, Feb 8, 1843
J. H. M‘CABE.

[Since receiving the above very interesting communication, we have 
conversed with several of the more civilized Port Phillip natives, and 
have ascertained that the ceremony of ‘gageed’ is an incantation – the 
intention of which is to remove the terrible epidemic under which so 
many of them are labouring, from their own tribe to the Goulburn 
tribe. They state also, that the red pigment is to represent blood. 
There is clearly some connection with the arrival of a great man 
from another tribe – probably a sort of priest. It is very interesting 
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to compare this rite with that detailed in the Port Phillip Magazine 
for Feb. page 29. Where are the grammar and dictionary of the Black 
Protectors! - Ed. P.P.G.]

Some additional information is found in a book by William Hull51 (1846) 
who gave some material that does not appear in McCabe’s published letter:

There are, also, some rites of a more than usually secret and solemn 
character occasionally practised: in the spring of 1843, Mr. M’Cabe, 
a man who had a most remarkable influence with the natives was 
informed (sub rosa52) that a very grand Coroboree – ‘not for white 
man to see’ – would take place in a secluded spot on the Merri Creek, 
about five miles from Melbourne. Mr M’Cabe, with his black guide, 
went out about where Mr. Dight’s mill now stands, and saw a huge 
and rude Temple of stringy bark, covered with various hieroglyphics 
in white chalk. The only Natives present were old men, and the 
ceremonies altogether of a very impressive character.

Hoping to obtain the materials of which the Temple was composed, 
Mr. M’Cabe hastened home and proceeded at daybreak with 
a bullock dray for that purpose. On his arrival the Temple had 
vanished; nor could he recognise the exact spot of the incantation; 
subsequently he ascertained that his presence had been detected, and 
all relics purposely destroyed.

One further description of the Gaiggip is mentioned in Howitt (1904: 492), 
relating the Gaiggip song to Bundjil and referencing his uncle Richard who 
had written a longer description of the Gaiggip many years before:

One of the legends about Bunjil in the Woëworung tribe is perpetuated 
in a corrobboree which was witnessed in the early forties by Richard 
Howitt. The legend is that Bunjil held out his hand to the sun (Gerer) 
and warmed it, and the sun warmed the earth, which opened, and 
blackfellows came out and danced this corrobboree, which is called 
Gayip. At it images curiously carved in bark were exhibited.

Richard Howitt’s description of the Gaiggip dance ceremony (1845: 191f ) 
is reproduced here in full. In our view, this description links the Gaiggip 
song to many of the other songs and traditions already discussed here, to 
the role of Karakarook (section 3.2.2.1), to the Creation Corroboree song 

51	  Although the title of this book is Remarks on the Probable Origin and Antiquity of the Aboriginal 
Natives of New South Wales, it should be noted that at this time what is now Victoria was within the 
colony of New South Wales. We are grateful to Ian Clark for pointing out this reference.
52	  A Latin term meaning ‘happening or done in secret’.
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relating to the crows (section 3.3), to Bundjil’s song, the creation of fire and 
the ancestral spirits being blown up into the stars (section 3.2.4). Howitt 
(1845: 191–92) writes:

Of their traditions the most novel is their creation. First, say they, 
a young man, along with others, ‘quamby along a beek,’ sat down 
in the earth, when it was ‘.plenty dark’. There they were, not merely 
two, but many people, lying or sitting unfinished, and half torpid in 
the ground, – this reminds us of Milton’s Limbo. But Karackarock, 
daughter of the god Pungil, a kindly divinity, had condescended to 
‘yannina warreet,’ walk a long way to look out for them, to clothe 
them comfortably with good opossum-rugs, of which no doubt she 
had great store. The Old Man, so they call Pungil their god, not 
unlike the Hebrew term, Ancient of Days, now held out his hand 
to ‘Gerer’ the Sun, and made him warm. When the sun warmed the 
earth it opened like a door; and then plenty of black fellows came 
up out of the earth. Then the black fellows ‘plenty sing’ like it white 
fellows ‘big one Sunday;’ which means that a day is kept sacred like 
our Sabbath, in commemoration of the creation; the dance on that 
day being of a peculiar kind called gaygip; at which time corrobory 
before images carved curiously in bark.

For a long time after the creation, in the winter they were very cold, 
for they had no fire; their condition as it regarded their food was not 
better than their dogs for they were compelled to eat the kangaroo 
raw; and to add to their misery, the whole land was full of deadly 
snakes and guanos; but good Karackarock, their truly womanly 
divinity, did not forget or forsake them. Pungil her father, like a true 
native’s god, was too much of a ‘.big one gentleman’. to do any thing 
but carry his war weapons; whilst Karackarock, a native divinity of 
the true feminine sort, a worker, came a long way armed with a long 
staff – native women carry such – and with this she went over the 
whole land killing the reptiles; but just before she had killed them all 
the staff broke, and the kind did not all perish. Misery there was in the 
breaking of that weapon, but there was also mercy for Karackarock 
had so warmed in well as herself with such a great slaughter, that 
when the staff snapped there came out of it fire. Fire they now 
had to warm themselves, and to cook with. Their condition was 
much improved, but did not long continue so, for Wang, the crow, 
a mysterious bird, regarded as superstitiously by them as the raven 
amongst Thor and Odin’s worshippers, watched his opportunity and 
flew away with it. For a long time they were again in a most sad and 
fireless condition, until ever kind Karackarock learned their state, 
supplied their wants, and they have never since lost it.
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Of a great flood they speak that rose above the highest trees and hills; 
and how the natives were some drowned, and the rest, for a great 
wind blew, were caught up by a whirlwind to another similar country 
above them. When the flood subsided, there jumped up out of the 
earth, trees, kangaroos, and opossums – every thing. The old race, the 
antediluvians, became stars. Among them were Pungil, their principal 
deity; Karackarock, their female Prometheus; Teert and Teerer, songs 
of Pungil; Berwool and Bobinger, son and daughter of Pungil, the first 
pair who dwelt on earth after the flood, and from whome the present 
race of natives are sprung. Wang, the crow, also became a star.

Pungil was still, notwithstanding his deification, and stellification, 
bodily often on the earth; but the coming of the white people was 
fraught with ruin for him as well as for his black children; for the 
god of the white people, was in like measure with his white children, 
more powerful than Pungil; and strictly ordered the old man no 
more to wander about the earth, which was no longer his, but to get 
himself into the ground. There he now is, and the white man’s god 
does not permit him to eat or drink, not even to smoke, neither is 
he allowed to sit or stand, but must evermore lie down; still in his 
abject condition, if he has any stomach for it, to solace himself in his 
darkness and many griefs, he is at liberty to sing a little.

There are several pieces of language in this text. First, the words quamby 
along a beek surely include the word gumba ‘sleep, lie down’ and the word 
biik ‘ground’. Haydon (1846: 169) gives the word for ‘a sleeping place’ as 
kwomby. This appears to be an imperative form of the verb meaning ‘sleep’.

The words relating to the female creator Karakarook can be analysed as 
follows in (3.22):

(3.22) Yannina warreet

yana-na warrit(j)

go-part? far
‘Going far.’

We have been unable to relate the word gerer to the ‘sun’ or to the word 
for warmth. The two words in the Eastern Kulin language varieties that are 
similar to it in form are djerra ‘ill’ and djirra ‘reed spear’.

Many years after the performance, Barak made several drawings that are now 
in the Staatliche Museen Preubischer Kulturbesitz, Museum fur Völkerkunde, 
Berlin, Germany. One of these drawings in pencil, dated by the museum as 
1880s to 1903 (the year before Barak’s death), was possibly completed before 
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1892, the year in which Arthur Baessler met Barak at Coranderrk. Vanderbyl 
(2019b: 42) describes this visit based on an examination of Baessler’s 
notebooks, who wrote about a pencil drawing as follows:

‘His drawings made with lead pencil always showed Corroborees, the 
old dances of the blacks. He drew pretty fast although different from 
our ways; if he had to draw a dressed man he would first draw the full 
body before dressing the naked person by drawing clothing over it.’

The drawing that Vanderbyl associates with these comments is termed by the 
museum ‘Ceremony (VI 25.160)’ and described as (Vanderbyl 2019b: 42):

‘Kangaroo three dying men, three dancing men holding a bush in 
the right (this dance is not a corroboree, but a different dance), but 
moving the upper part of the body continuously while shaking the 
bush. Name of the dance Gageed?’ 

This is illustrated in Vanderbyl (2019b: 72). Given the importance of the 
Gaiggip ceremony, a cross-disciplinary study to look at Barak’s drawings 
more closely in connection with other descriptions of the Gaiggip will be 
very useful.

3.4.1.1 The Tanderrum ceremony
Tanderrum53 is a ceremony described by both Joseph Parker and Thomas. 
Like the Gaiggip and other dances it involved the use of boughs and twigs, 
and ended in a peaceful gesture such as the seventh dance of the Gaiggip in 
which ‘a bough the emblem of peace’ is brought. Clark and Cahir (2004: 9) 
discuss this ceremony:

Joseph Parker … recalled they were terror stricken by violent settlers 
and when the Aborigines first met his father they approached him 
carrying a green twig, something he interpreted as an emblem of 
peace. It was probably an attempt at enacting the ceremony of 
tanderrum, or ‘freedom of the bush’, a diplomatic rite symbolising 
the landholder’s hospitality, in which strangers were allowed 
temporary access to clan resources after a ritual exchange of gifts … 
Boughs of different treees were cut from forests which surrounded 
the new comers, and these were intended to be used as seats during 
the tanderrum ritual.

53	  Since 2013, the Tanderrum ceremony has again been performed in October as part of the opening 
ceremony of the Melbourne International Festival. In both 2018 and 2019, this song was performed in 
that ceremony.
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Thomas drew a plan of the Tanderrum ground, showing directions and the 
places occupied by the men and the women, shown in Figure 3.5:

Figure 3.5: Drawing of Tanderrum ground, by William Thomas
Source: Courtesy of State Library of NSW (MLMSS 214, Volume 03 Item 03, SLNSW_
FL836112.jpg).
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A detailed description of the Tanderrum ceremony is found in the William 
Thomas papers (Volume 3 Item 01, pages numbered 94 to 96; see also 
Stephens 2014, 2: 98–99 for Thomas’s diary entry of 13 April 1845 with 
some brief notes about the Tanderrum). This is dated 25 May 1858 and 
notes that it was sent to Mr Duffy. The portion of the text relating to 
Tanderrum is transcribed here as Box 3.27. Note that the date of 1844, with 
the 4 crossed out and replaced by 3, is an error on Thomas’s part.

Box 3.27: Tanderrum ceremony

The Ceremony of Tanderrum
– 16th, There is not perhaps a more pleasing sight than when blacks come into a country 
in which they are [perfect – inserted] strangers, where none have before trodden, each 
comes with fire in their hand which is supposed to purify the air, they are usher’d in 
by some intermedium tribe whose embassadors have previously been despatched, 
& [they are – inserted] made welcome, from the forest which surrounds the new 
comers, [is selected – crossed out] [are pick – inserted] boughs from each [different 
– inserted] tree, [if – crossed out] [them smaller with a great portion] & leaves, each 
family has a separate [seat – inserted] raised from [some – crossed out] dead log at 
hand about [6 or more inches – crossed out] [1 foot – inserted] from the ground, on 
which at one end sits the male head & his male children,
and at the other end, the female head & her female children, the male & female 
branches are separated. 2 fires are made one for the males, & the other for the female 
[branch – crossed out], – on the 1st day they are attended by those whose country they 
are invited to visit, not allowed to do anything for themselves, water is brought them 
which is carefully stirred by the attendant with a reed & the attendant takes a good 
draught to show that it is pure & not injurious, it is then given them to drink 
– In this ceremony males attend males & females females [victuals – crossed out] [food 
consisting of all the varieties the bush affords – inserted] is then brought them [in the 
new country – inserted] during this ceremony, [during this – crossed out] the greatest 
silence
prevails, both by attendant & attended, you may occasionally perceive in the aged 
tears of gratitude [streaming – crossed out] [steal – inserted] down their murky cheeks, 
at night miams are made for them, the meaning of all this a hearty & cordial welcome, 
as the boughs on which they have set are from various trees, so they are at liberty 
to get from them ever after what they please, the water stired with a reed is that no 
weapon will be allowed to touch them 
– On Saturday 22nd March 184[4 – crossed out] [3 – inserted] at the Encampment by my 
quarters [in – crossed out] Merri Creek Paddock between one & 200 strangers arrived 
from the countries – NW from Gipps Land Moogolumbeek & NE of Devils River tribe, 
the sight was truly imposing, especially their attendance upon their old Chief Kuller 
Kullip the oldest man I have yet seen [among the Aborigines – inserted] he must have 
been near 80 years of age, he was just on 6 feet high and so fat [with it – crossed 
out] [that I have not seen his equal among which?? for?? ?? – inserted] his face was 
wrinkled especially his forehead, [continued horizontal furrows to his eyebrows in 
continued furrows – inserted] [& cheeks very furrowed – crossed out]
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– The blacks would scarce permit him to stir, attending him to idolization [invariably 
– inserted] early in the morning [invariably – crossed out] would be seen my blacks 
[with the tribes about the settlement – inserted] in [circles?? – crossed out] [crescent 
rows – inserted] sitting [around – crossed out] [afore – inserted] him in pensive silence 
which the old Patriarch would be holding forth as tho’ laying down some code of laws 
[for their guidance – inserted] or giving instructions [as hitherto they are ignorant of 
– inserted] 
– I [have – crossed out] often endeavor’d to catch at his words [and pencil them down as 
well as I could but in vain – crossed out] [but – crossed out] the old [idolized – inserted] 
chief would immediately stop on my approach – and tho’after many days I [ventured 
to – inserted] endeavoured from [the hafosing?? – inserted] [of?? – crossed out] my 
blacks [Billibillary – inserted] a seat among them while the old venerable chief was 
giving them council [but – inserted] to no effect, they all sum’d to venerate him so 
much (& well they might) that whatever he objected to they 
[Written on the side of the left hand column, bottom, p. 96]
seemed not to press him, but to acquiesce – however after he [his people – inserted] 
left [Billibillery – inserted] my Blks [Chief – inserted] informed me that he had 
communicated to them that a race lived in the Australian alps in rocks & caves who 
[never as appear?? – inserted] and tho they were superior to him who made corrobery 
& conveyed them to Blacks [??] when sleeping.
[Written on its side on the right side of p. 95]
Kangaroo, opossum, bandicoots, [kangaroo rat – inserted], bears &c &c, [Freassol??] 
Eels, Fish, Gum &c &c &c in fact show off the produce of the land

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 03 Item 01, pages numbered 94–96; SLNSW_
FL827898.jpg, SLNSW_FL827900.jpg and SLNSW_FL827902.jpg; adapted by authors.

The list of animals written on the side of page 95 of the manuscript perhaps 
refers to the foods that would be made available to the visitors.

A published version of this appears in Bride (1898: 97–98):

Ceremony of Tanderrum, or Freedom of the Bush. – There is not, 
perhaps, a more pleasing sight in a native encampment than when 
strange blacks arrive who have never been in the country before. 
Each comes with fire in hand (always bark), which is supposed to 
purify the air the women and children in one direction, and the 
men and youths in another. They are ushered in generally by some 
of an intermediate tribe, who are friends of both parties, and have 
been engaged in forming an alliance or friendship between the tribes 
; the aged are brought forward and introduced. The ceremony of 
Tanderrum is commenced ; the tribe visited may be seen lopping 
boughs from one tree and another, as varied as possible of each tree 
with leaves ; each family has a separate seat, raised about 8 or 10 
inches from the ground, on which in the centre sits the male and 
around him his male children, and the female and her sex of children 
have another seat.
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Two fires are made, one for the males and the other for the females. 
The visitors are attended on the first day by those whose country 
they are come to visit, and not allowed to do anything for themselves; 
water is brought them which is carefully stirred by the attendant with 
a reed, and then given them to drink (males attend males and females 
females) ; victuals are then brought and laid before them, consisting 
of as great a variety as the bush in the new country affords, if come-
at-able ; during this ceremony the greatest silence prevails, both by 
attendants and attended. You may sometimes perceive an aged man 
seated, the tear of gratitude stealing down his murky, wrinkled face. 
At night their mia-mias are made for them ; conversation, &c., ensue. 
The meaning of this is a hearty welcome. As the boughs on which 
they sit are from various trees, so they are welcome to every tree in 
the forest. The water stirred with a reed means that no weapon shall 
ever be raised against them. On Saturday, the 22nd March 1845, at 
an encampment east of Melbourne, near 200 strangers arrived. The 
sight was imposing and affecting, especially their attendance upon 
that old chief Kuller Kullup, the oldest man I have ever seen among 
the blacks ; he must have been near 80 years.

Elsewhere, Thomas names Kullerkulluk as chief of the Mogolum Bith, also 
spelled Mogooloombeek and Mogoolumbuk54 (SLNSW MLMSS 214, 
Volume 23 Item 01, SLNSW_FL847450.jpg). This tribe was associated 
with the Australian Alps, and this is another link between the Tanderrum 
and the Gaiggip.

Thomas did record a few words of the Mogoollumbuk language, saying 
that they were ‘Tribe E of Devils River. I cannot understand a word of their 
language’. As we can see in Table 3.7, which compares words from Yarra 
(Woiwurrung) and Mogolloombeek, four of the six words in this word list 
are clearly Dhudhuroa, and the widespread word wurru for ‘mouth, lips’ 
may be present in the name of the language, which as Blake and Reid (2002) 
point out, may be based on the word for ‘no’, dhubalga, in combination 
with wurru.

54	  We are grateful to Jacqui Durrant for pointing out a number of references to the identity of the 
Mogullumbitj, a topic that requires further research.
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Table 3.7: Words from the Mogolloombeek language

Parts of body Yarra Mogolloombeek Dhudhuroa (from Blake and 
Reid 2002)

Head Kowan Morower marriwa
Eyes Myng Wanterper wandjaba
Nose Garn Geenguer dhindiwa
Mouth Ngarndun Woorooer lendhewa, niwa niwa 
Ears Werring Murumboor marrambuwa
Chin Worrinun-duk Yerree lendawa, yerranba ‘beard’

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 23 Item 03, SLNSW_FL832106.jpg; Authors.

3.4.1.2 Text of the Gaiggip and notes on 
the analysis
There are several versions of text that are identified as Gaiggip. The longest 
of these is transcribed below in Box 3.28:

Box 3.28: Gaiggip, version 1

Gaiggip

1st Wrin-ger kun-nee mal-lin mil-le ko-mar woor-rer koit

naln-but kun-nee min-nal-lo-gee par-rar-mat-ter koo-ra-

-gar tal-pran-li yan-no-nee

2nd kin-nar-ree koo-mar nurn-bien

3rd koo-oo-thur kun-mul-lin tin-dee won-nar 

kal-lar pilk-e-ree

4th nur-re-mou-ther ter-ree-mou-ther koo-yu-mar

tal-lar-lar tin-ar tin-ar kroo-ther kun-mar-lee

plannor-ree plan-nor-ree mur-run mur-run

tin-ar kroo-thur kun-mar-lee par-rek-e-lan

tal-lan-ar-tar

5th tal-bu won-ner kul-lar woor-rar koo-mar

worr-rar mal-lin

6th nur-re-mou-ther koo-u-mar nar-re-mut-tee

ting-ar ting-ar kroo-thur moy-un-ver tal-

-lar-tar nur-re-mur-ree koo-u-mar

7th tul-bee won-ner wor-rer koo-mar tin-e-ree

kool-mar-ur-ree mar-lee bil-boon niam-mee

U-re wor-ro boo-rar yoon-nar

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 21 Item 03, SLNSW_FL832691.jpg;  
adapted by authors.
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In the margin on the next page, Thomas wrote: ‘Gaggip the most important 
of their corroboree, intended as invented to unite Aborigl tribes 1837’.

As noted above, before the text in Box 3.28 (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 
23, Item 01, p. 59, SLNSW_FL847434.jpg, p. 28), Thomas writes:

Songs – The Aborigines Songs tho’ they may to a casual bystander 
appear to be composed of numerous words, such is not the case 8 to 
10 words are the longest I have met with – their songs something like 
our dances – are generally according to the action or motion of the 
body – they repeat every word over the whole as they proceed and 
liquidate the sounds – the following are amongst their principal songs.

As an example, he gives another fraction of Ga(i)ggip, presented as Box 3.29:

Box 3.29: Gaiggip, version 2

Gaggip – Ko-ni-ar̀ Ma-lar̀

Pom-marè Ye-bar̀ Too-lar̀ Yan-beè

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 23 Item 01, SLNSW_FL847434.jpg;  
adapted by authors.

It may be that the final syllables of each of the words was stressed in this song.

A second version of this text is found in the Thomas papers on a page 
numbered 19, in Volume 03, Item 01 of the William Thomas papers.55 This 
page has a margin heading ‘Aboriginal Songs & Dances’ and also includes the 
short song presented in Box 3.37 (section 3.4.6), the ‘Body song’ in section 
3.4.7 and the Women’s lament presented in section 3.4.8. This version of 
the Gaiggip song is presented as Box 3.30:

Box 3.30: Gaiggip, version 3

Ko ni are _ Boomare _ Ma.lar _ Ye-bar rar _ Kun-

ar _ Too-la _Yan-bee _ Bo-mar _ Too-lar _ U-po-mar

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214/3/1, page numbered 19; MLMSS 214, Volume 03 Item 01, 
SLNSW_FL827695.jpg; adapted by authors.

Since the original Gaiggip was in seven parts, it probably relates to the 
following note on the same page of the Thomas manuscripts as Box 3.30 
(SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 03 Item 01, SLNSW_FL827695.jpg):

55	  The photograph of this page on the State Library of NSW website is numbered c009900025h, 
available at archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/archive/110372954 (accessed 18 July 2018).

http://archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/archive/110372954
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Another Corrobee – 1st time Waddie 2nd Polloygulk 
(ornamented bark)
3rd Maurum (leaves) 4th Tnidee Murrong (hand) 5th Terrung 
(bough)
6th Swish (Kulk) – 3 or 6 turns in dance.

This is written immediately below the ‘Body song’ (see section 3.4.7) where 
the hand is also mentioned. It may be that the body song was the text for 
one of these dances.

The words recorded in this small note are presented in Box 3.31:

Box 3.31: Translation of terms in Thomas’s note

Waddie wadi ‘?’

Pollygulk ornamented bark buli-galk ‘?-wood’

Maurum leaves marran ‘leaf’

Trindee Murrong hand drindi-mar(n)ang ‘?-hand’

Terrang bow djerrang ‘leaf’

Kulk swish galk ‘wood’

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 03 Item 01, SLNSW_FL827695.jpg;  
adapted by authors.

A regularisation of the seven sections of the main Gaiggip text (see Box 
3.29) is given in example (3.23), arranged into lines following suggestions 
by Harold Koch (pers. comm.). The regularisation of the other fraction 
(see Box 3.30) is given in example (3.24). In making these regularisations, 
we have assumed that words written with final -ar and -er represent a long 
vowel, probably /a/ and not a final rhotic. Final rhotics are not recorded at 
all for Dhudhuroa (Blake and Reid 2002: 185), and it is speculated by Blake 
and Reid (2002: 186) that ‘it is likely that Dhudhuroa allowed only vowel-
final words’, although they are recorded for the Eastern Kulin languages. 
This, together with the presence of some initial clusters in the Gaiggip song, 
such as possible /wr/, but certainly /br/ and /gr/, makes it seem unlikely 
that the Gaiggip song is in the Mogolloombeek language (i.e. Dhudhuroa), 
which does not have initial clusters.

The Gippsland languages, on the other hand, did have initial clusters, with 
/br/, /gr/ and /mr/ recorded by Hercus (1986: 240–43) and /wr/ suggested 
by Fesl (1985), who gives the word for ‘ear’ as wring. A number of initial 
clusters were also recorded for Southern Ngarigu, a Yuin language (Hercus 
1986: 168). It seems possible that the language of this Gaiggip was either 
Gippsland or one of the Yuin languages.
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(3.23.1) wring(g)a gani malin

mile guma

wurra gutj

nal(i)n-bad gani minaludji

barramad(h)a gurraga

dalbranli yanuni

(3.23.2) ginarri guma

narnbiyn

(3.23.3) gu(w)udhurr ganmalin

d(h)indi wuna gala

bilgirri

(3.23.4) narrimudha d(h)irimudha guyuma

d(h)alala d(h)ina d(h)ina

grudha ganmali

blanurri blanurri

marran marran d(h)in(gg)a

grudha ganmali

barragilan d(h)alan-ad(h)a

(3.23.5) d(h)albu wuna gala

wurra guma

wurra malin

(3.23.6) narrimud(h)a guyuma

narrimud(h)i d(h)ing(g)a d(h)ing(g)a

grudha moyanwa d(h)al-ad(h)a

narrimurri guyuma

(3.23.7) d(h)albi wana wurra

guma d(h)inarri

gu(l)ma yurri mali

bilbun(y) niyami

yurri wurru burra yuna



INDIGENOUS SONGS OF VICTORIA

334

The other fraction of Gaiggip is given as follows, example (3.24):

(3.24) gayigip

guniya mala

bumarre yeba

d(h)ula yanbi

We are not able to suggest any translation for the Gaiggip texts, unless 
perhaps the first word is in Gippsland language and is somehow connected 
to wring ‘ear’. We might have expected words for war implements or 
weapons to be included in the songs as the description from Thomas (in 
Stephens 2014, 1: 572) says that ‘they have but 6 War implements which 
answers to the 6 Dances, in the 7th Dance a bough the emblem of peace’. 
However, there is no sign of any Gippsland word for weapons in this text. 
Nor have we been able to identify any Dhudhuroa words for weapons in 
this text. The one possible similarity with Gippsland language is kroo-thar, 
example (3.25.2), that may be a Gippsland word recorded by Thomas as 
grudba ‘destroy’.

There are a number of recurrent words in the text of the main Gaiggip, 
some examples of which are presented in example (3.25), where the number 
in brackets refers to the section of the Gaiggip.56

(3.25.1) gu(yu)ma

ko-mar (1)
koo-mar (2)
koo-mar (5)
koo-mar (7)
koo-u-mar (6)
koo-u-mar (6)
koo-yu-mar (4)

(3.25.2) grudha

koo-oo-thur (3)
kroo-ther (4)
kroo-thur (4)
kroo-thur (6)

56	  Thanks to Harold Koch for assembling these.
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(3.25.3) gani

kun-nee (1)
kun-nee (1)
ganmali-

kun-mul-lin (3)
kun-mar-le (4)
kun-mar-lee (4)
mali-n

mal-lin (1)
mal-lin (5)
mar-lee (7)?

(3.25.4) narrimudha

nur-re-mou-ther (4)
nur-re-mou-ther (6)
nar-re-mut-tee (6)
nur-re-mur-ree (6)

It is much to be regretted that we are able to say so little about this clearly 
very important text.

3.4.2 Murrunawa Corroboree song
A further 10 songs, and additional texts relating to the corroboree 
(see section 3.1.5), are found in the Thomas papers in the Mitchell Library. 
The first of these is described as ‘another day dance called Murrunawa’ 
(SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 22, pp. 353–54). This includes a detailed 
description of the dance and the text of the song, presented in Box 3.32.

A second version from ‘Sketch of Manners and Songs & Dances, No 5 Songs 
& Dances, 1st June 1858’ (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 24 Item 01) is 
presented as Box 3.33.
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Box 3.32: Murrunawa Corroboree song, version 1

13th = Another day Dance [called – crossed out] Murrunawa – 3 Lubras & men join in 
this dance, say 12 men and 12 [W – crossed out] [young girls – inserted], their faces and 
breasts [male & female – inserted] thinly rub’d over with red ochre [they have – crossed 
out] [and a – inserted] broad white circle round their naval, each has [a – inserted] 
bough in [their – crossed out] [both – inserted] hands [and – crossed out] they have a 
[male – inserted] leader who was [equiped – inserted] as the others but [had a – crossed 
out] [with a – inserted] wreath of slips [from boughs – inserted] round his head of the 
mimoza is in blosson the wrearths [form it from it which gives him a gay appearance 
– inserted]

– He stands [& – inserted] with his boughs [making – crossed out] begins divers motions 
sometimes over his head sometimes obliquely raised then obliquely falling at other 
times waving to & fro, the whole facing each other male and female about 30 yards 
off, and the leader on one side so that all could catch every motion, [and – crossed out] 
as he sang, they sang, the male and the female voices at one and the same time in the 
still forest has actually a cheering effect as the female voices are very harmonious, 
there is a certain hoarseness [however – inserted] in the male aboriginal voice, 
something like [in – inserted] seafaring men which I [have – crossed out] attributed to 
the same cause [being – inserted] perpetually exposed to the open air, this however 
does not effect the female voice [tho exposed in like manner – inserted] which is as 
clear as Europe – and Ladies they dance before one another till they have gone this 
every move that savage genius can devise the men & women [continue – crossed out] 
singing continuously at length the leader with both boughs up flourishing them over 
his head so rapidly which is performed by the others they then retrace every move 
but backward going thro their evolutions the males & females gradually draw back to 
back then gradually wheeling round form at length to near a creek save a few paces 
where the leader stands the leader moves as they move this dance is not much unlike 
at this juncture to the European peasants dance round the May Pole The greatest 
[astonishment – inserted] [wonder is – crossed out] in this and all their [other – inserted] 
dances [is – inserted] that time and motion is so exact as tho leader & all moved by 
one spring

The song on this occasion like all others is the rounds they move their boughs.

Mur-run-a-wă kar-bo Ming

-o Ner-rim, Nurm-bul - Port-

-bo- Yeng-ă, Yan-ner, Kar-bo,

Ming.o Ner-rim, Mur-run-o

It has been stated by some writers that their corroberrys are sacred, performed only 
at a New and full Moons, such however is not the case, they however generally do 
Corroberry at new and full moon but not in any sacred sight, [my blacks tell me it is 
only because glad, when new moon come and get big – they have however sacred & 
traditional dances which will follow in my next paper – written on side]

WT

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 22, pp. 353–5457; adapted by authors.

57	  This section has not yet been photographed by the State Library of NSW. This transcription was 
made by checking with the original and a photograph of the page made by Stephen Morey.
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Box 3.33: Murrunawa Corroboree song, version 2

13th Mur-run-a-wǎ another day dance, say 12 young men, and 12 young girls their faces 
and breasts male and female slightly rubbed over with red ochre and a broad white 
circle round their naval, each has a bough in both hands they have a male leader who 
was equiped as the others but with a wreath of slips from boughs round his head – if 
the Mamoza is in blossom the wreath is form’d from it which gives the leader a gay 
appearance, He stands and with his boughs begins divers motions sometimes oblique 
raised, then oblique falling at other times wavering to & fro, the whole facing each 
other male & female about 30 yards off, & the leader on one side so that all could 
catch every motion, as he sang they sung the male and the female voices at one and 
the same time in the still forest has actually a cheering effect as the female voices are 
very harmonious, there is a degree of horseness however in the male Aboriginal voice 
something like seafaring men which I attribute to the same cause being perpetually 
exposed to the open air, this however does not effect the female voice tho’ exposed in 
like manner, which is as clear as European ladies, they dance before one another till 
they have gone thro’ every move that savage genius can devise, the men and women 
singing continuously, at length the leader with both boughs up flourishing them over 
his head so rapidly which is performed by the others they then retrace every move but 
backward going thro’ their evolutions the males and females gradually draw back to 
back then gradually wheeling round form at length to near a circle save a few paces 
where the leader stands the leader moving as they move, this dance is not much 
unlike at this juncture to the Europe-an peasants dance round the May pole 
– The greatest astonishment in this and all their dances is that time and motion is so 
ex-act as the leader and all moved by one spring.
– The song on the occasion like all others is the rounds they move their boughs 
Mur-run-a-wǎ, Kar-bo Ming-o, Ner-rim, Nurmbul, Port-bo, Yeng-ǎ Yan-ner, Kar-bo, 
Mingo, Ner-rim, Mur-runo
It has been stated by some writers that their corroberrys are sacred, performed only 
at a new and full moon, such however is not the case, they however generally do 
corroberry at new and full moon but not in any sacred light, my blacks tell me it is only 
because glad, when new moon come and get big.
– They have however sacred and traditional dances which will follow in my next paper 
verbatim as sent to Mr Duffy 

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 24 Item 01, commencing on SLNSW_FL828731.
jpg; adapted by authors.

Our suggested analysis of this song is given in (3.26):

(3.26) Mur-run-a-wǎ, 

murrun-awa

pn
‘The Murrunawa’

Kar-bo Ming-o Ner-rim Nurmbul Port-bo

gab-u ming(g)u nyirrim numbul burt-bu

dem-abl beginning long upright smoke-abl?
‘From there, the beginning, long and upright, by smoke??.’
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Yeng-ǎ Yan-ner Kar-bo Ming-o Ner-rim

yinga yana gab-u ming(g)u nyirrim

sing go dem-abl beginning long
‘Singing, going, from there, the beginning, a long (way?).’
Mur-runo

murrun-u

pn-?
‘The Murrunawa.’

Linguistic notes
The translation presented here is not based on any information about the 
meaning of the song provided by Thomas. However, all of the words in 
the song are attested in Thomas’s word lists, and so we suggest that they 
might make a meaning something like what we suggest here.

The final word murrunu would surely have been built from the same root 
as the word murrunawa. It is possible that both of these words are built on 
a root regularised by Blake as murrun ‘alive’.

The word gabu may be an ablative form of a well attested demonstrative, 
often spelled karbi by Thomas and meaning ‘from there’; alternatively, 
it may mean ‘above’ as Thomas, for example, gives kar-boo and kar-bou as 
meaning ‘above’.

The word for ‘long’ is spelled by Thomas as ner-rim and by Mathews 
(for Thagungwurrung) as ñiririmda (NLA MS 8006/8/286). We suggest 
a regularisation of nyirrim-.

Thomas wrote down mingo ‘beginning’, which perhaps also contains an 
ablative.

Port-bo may contain the well-attested root burt ‘smoke’, since smoke would 
be expected to form part of such a dance.

Thomas wrote down nurm-bull ‘upright’, which may refer to the actions 
of the dances. The text in Box 3.33 states that the leader ‘stands and with 
his boughs begins divers motions sometimes oblique raised, then oblique 
falling at other times wavering to & fro’. Perhaps, then, the words of the 
song describe this movement.
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3.4.3 Second Corroboree song
The second corroboree song in the William Thomas papers is found in 
a manuscript ‘Sketch of Manners and Songs & Dances’, dated 1858, and 
presented here as Box 3.34. This section is found on the fourth to sixth 
pages of this unnumbered document (on blue paper).

Box 3.34: Corroboree song

– 4th Their songs I at first considered nothing more than a tissue of unmeaning sounds 
but on more particular attention found that they were full of meaning, and from the 
few words in them considered them a senseless sound of repetitions – they are indeed 
repetitious but all in accordance, like our country dances, only that the leader sings 
the motion to be performed, those who understand their language will find all in 
perfect accordance the following are a few some named after their authors –
Ko-ro-al-bo, Yan-non-ner, Myng-gar-bro-dee, Sub-bo, Mung-ŏ 
this ŏ is sung very long, till it comes down to a mere distinguished sound so peculiar to 
the Aboriginal cadence – this song or dance as it is used as such is merely a motion of 
the head, eyes backside, and feet, and which forms tho so few words a very accurate 
dance –

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 24 Item 01, SLNSW_FL828671.jpg, SLNSW_
FL828674.jpg and SLNSW_FL828677.jpg; adapted by authors.

Our suggested regularisation of this song is given in (3.27):

(3.27) gurrulbu yanana minggabrud(h)i djubu mang-u

Although Thomas says that the songs were ‘full of meaning’, he does not 
give any meaning for this song, save the somewhat confusing statement 
‘some named after their authors’. The song that immediately follows this in 
the manuscript is specifically named as coming from Ning-gollo-bin. Since 
in this song there is a word Myng-gar-bro-dee, which has some similarity to 
the name of the ‘famous doctor’ Myngderrar also called Malcolm (discussed 
in section 3.4.15), it may be that this song is naming its composer.

The only other words in this song that might be able to be interpreted 
are Yan-non-ner, possibly a form of the verb yana ‘go, walk’ and Mung-ŏ, 
which, if the first syllable is mang, a demonstrative, may be an ablative 
form, mang-(g)u ‘from here’.
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3.4.4 Ningolubbel’s song
A song composed by the expert songster Ningolubbel was documented by 
Thomas in the ‘Sketch of Manners and Songs & Dances’, in which the 
Corroboree song presented in section 3.4.3 was also recorded. The text 
of this (see Box 3.35) is presented on the sixth and seventh pages of this 
unnumbered document (on blue paper).

Box 3.35: Corroboree song by Ningolubbel

Ning-gollo-bins celebrated dance, a favorite among all the seven tribes, he was 
one of the Mount Macedon tribe originally, but on that tribe becoming near defunct 
joined the Melbourne tribes – 
U-man-un, Koo-ree-nar, Go-la, Weing-er, Tu-un a-nun, Gee-ong-gă, Mon- ni-o, Will-
lum-mee, Kor-ree-nar, Go-la, Weing- er, Tu-un-a-nun, Gee-ong- gă, Mon-ni-o, Will- lum-
mee, Weing. –

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 24 Item 01, SLNSW_FL828677.jpg and SLNSW_
FL828679.jpg; adapted by authors.

A suggested regularisation of this text is given in example (3.28). It contains 
two lines with similar linguistic material.

(3.28) yuma-nhan gurri-na gula wiiny, dhuna-nhan djiyunga muniyu wilumi

gurri-na gula wiiny, dhuna-nhan djiyunga muniyu wilumi wiiny

The first word u-man-un has the same form as a word elsewhere documented 
by Thomas with the meaning ‘throw it’ (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 23 
Item 02). We suggest that this might be a verb root yuma combined with the 
1st person singular present form -nhan. Our suggested analysis of the first 
line from example (3.28) is presented in example (3.29). This analysis would 
suggest that the song is showing the power of the song maker, Ningolubbel, 
who was known to be a great maker of songs and a powerful individual.

(3.29) u-man-un koo-ree-nar go-la weing-er

yuma-nhan gurriñ-a? gala? wiiny-a

throw-1sg wind?-case? dem? fire-erg
‘I am throwing the wind … (with the?) fire.’

tu-un a nun gee-ong-gă mon-ni-o will-lum-mee

dhuna-dhan djiyung-a muniyu wilam-i

burn-1sg ? ? camp-?
‘I am burning/cooking … (in the) camp.’
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Linguistic notes
Tuununun is recorded by Thomas (MLMSS 214, Volume 23 Item 02) in 
the meaning ‘it burns’, but we suggest that the form here does include the 
1st person singular present suffix nhan. This same verb root is also found 
referring to cooking as in the sentence Tonabuk Weinna Walleat meaning 
‘dress the opossum with fire’, literally dhuna-ba-k wiiny-a walert ‘cook-
form-imp fire-inst possum’ (MLMSS 214, Volume 02).

The form go-la might be a demonstrative gala, a form already discussed in 
connection with the song in section 3.4.1.

The word koo-ree-nar may be ‘wind’, regularised by Blake as gurriñ; Thomas 
elsewhere records the word coreen as ‘storm’, so this may refer to a great 
wind.

3.4.5 Wool-woork Bar-lum-bur-lin 
(Butterfly dance)
Another dance performed during the daytime, and sung by women, was 
the butterfly dance. This is included in the ‘Sketch of Manners and Songs 
& Dances’, in which the Corroboree song presented in section 3.4.3 was 
also recorded. The text of this is presented on the 21st to 25th pages of this 
unnumbered document (on blue paper).

Thomas’s original notes about this dance are found in his journal dated 
Tuesday 8 and Wednesday 16 June 1841. On the earlier date, Thomas noted: 
‘A singular ceremony takes place called Woolworkbullumberlin, the first I had 
particularly noticed’; adding in a margin note, ‘Woolworkbullumberlin: 
see customs and manners in my book’.

On the latter date, 16 June 1841, he referred to this as ‘a curious diversion’, 
adding (in Stephens 2014, 1: 300, 306):58

I find that the men can officiate at beating the opossum cloak as well 
as women, 3 beat the cloak and 4 or 5 beat gently their sticks. I stept 
forward & saw what I did notice before the men an amazing quick 
quiver of their lips made precisely the same noise as the bushes made 
on their legs, the almost invisible thril & quiver of the legs surpassed 
conception or description. 

58	  The manuscript with these references is to be found in MLMSS 214, Volume 02 Item 05.
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The full text of this dance is presented as Box 3.36:

Box 3.36: Wool-woork Bar-lum-bur-lin (Butterfly dance)

10th Wool-woork Bar-lum-bur-lin is a day dance, in the forenoon generally, a few 
married lubras, 8 or 10 will make each a small fire, and their husbands also make each 
a small fire at a short distance within sight of each other other – the lubras seated will 
commence each beating their opossum rug and singing 
Yan-gee, Yan-gee, Ma-lar, 
as in a corroberry their husbands merely striking their sticks gently, while the men 
(others invited to the dance by the married) at a considerable distance prepare 
themselves, they are not daubed with promiscuous daubs, but thinly rubbed over with 
red ochre which improves their appearance much in fact gives the men a handsome 
look, they have leaves round just above their ankle as in common corroberry, only 
smaller and a wonguim or mulga in hand they approach by very short paces figuring, 
turning round and putting themselves in the drolest of attitudes and occasionally 
rushing to & fro with stern countenances as tho’ leading on to combat, then suddenly 
stopping short and kneel, 
- the singular quivering of lips of the dancers in this dance while kneeling is suprising, 
the lips move as a child would when pulling the fingers over the lips or [buring??] 
but so quiet and soft and withal the sound produced tallying precisely with the noise 
made by the leaves in their legs has a singular musical effect, the women now stand 
up, shake their breasts, and strange all sounds are alike, the lubras breasts, the lips, 
and leaves on the legs of the men all one simultaneous musical burr like thousands 
of butterflys or moths fluttering about, the lubras naked as in a corrobbery (they also 
being all cover’d with red ochre had really a handsome appearance) advance, when 
the men stop, they stop, thus by short paces they progressively proceed till they 
arrive altogether at the spot a group of married lubras are who are mere spectators of 
the scene and dance round them, and on a sudden at a sound from the married men 
not engaged, the actors respectfully retire to the starting point and then if inclined go 
thro another dance, how ever one dance seldom concluded before 20 or 30 minutes –

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 24 Item 01, commencing with SLNSW_FL828717.
jpg; adapted by authors.

The name of the dance can be regularised as wulwu(rr)k balam-balam, 
where the second word balam-balam is ‘butterfly’. The first word may be 
related to a form Wolworgon, recorded by Thomas (SLNSW MLMSS 214, 
Volume 23 Item 02) with a meaning ‘let us go’.

The connection between the name of this dance and the butterfly is made 
explicit in the following: ‘Wool work bullumberlin a day corrobery or dance 
named from Butter’ (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 23 Item 02, SLNSW_
FL814705.jpg).

We assume that this dance is the same as the beautiful butterfly dance 
referred to in the following (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 24 Item 01, 
commencing with SLNSW_FL828729.jpg):
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12th This dance which is named after the moth or butterful is one of 
the most innocent & beautiful of all their day dances, their beautiful 
appearance being all over their bodies cleanly rubbed with red ochre, 
& the synonamous burr of the lips, leaves, and breasts of the lubras, 
all as one sound baffles the conception of civilized man, how such 
unison of sound could be produced from such different agents, but 
the fact is that civilized man has not the least distinct conception, of 
what man is his wild state cannot perform – 

This may be the dance for which Thomas drew the following diagram, 
presented as Figure 3.6. A version of this sketch was published in Fels (2011: 
171), but with the pencil images invisible. Fels (2011: 120) suggested that 
the sketch was done at the protectorate head station, Tubberubbabel, located 
at what is now Old Moorooduc Road, Mornington Peninsula. It is certainly 
plausible that this dance was also performed there.

This document is shown in a brown pen. At the top left there is a drawing 
of trees and the words: ‘Blacks dress themselves in Bush for Corrob’. The 
centre of the area has the word ‘Dancers’, with the ‘Leader’ placed on the left 
and ‘Fire’ in front. Black and White figures appear underneath.

Figure 3.6: Corroboree plan, by William Thomas
Source: Courtesy of State Library of NSW (MLMSS 214, Volume 22 Item 05, SLNSW_
FL849485.jpg).
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On the left-hand side, there is another pencil drawing with the words 
‘Lubras beating their opossum rugs’. On the right-hand side, the words 
‘Blacks in groups looking on’ and beneath that a drawing of the ‘Protectors 
Tent’. Across the bottom are the words ‘Let me have this again. I lay great 
value young productions’.

No translation was suggested for the text by Thomas, but we suggest the 
following possible translation, presented in (3.30):

(3.30) Yan-gee yan-gee ma-lar

yang-i yang-i mal-a(rr)

go-imp go-imp let’s-2sg?
‘Go! Go! (You) should (go!).’

Linguistic notes
The word ma-lar, meaning ‘let’, is discussed in the notes to the translation 
of the superstitious speech, example (3.41) in section 3.5.4.

A possibly related song is presented next (section 3.4.6).

3.4.6 Short song: Balt-lem-be Ning-ber Bo-lar 
Bal-lem-bee
In a page numbered 19, SLNSW MLMSS, Volume 03 Item 01, of the 
William Thomas papers, there is a margin heading ‘Aboriginal Songs & 
Dances’ that includes a version of the second Gaiggip song (see Box 71 in 
section 3.4.1.2), the short song presented here in Box 3.37, the Body song 
(section 3.4.7) and the Women’s lament presented in section 3.4.8. This 
short song is presented in Box 3.37:

Box 3.37: Short song

Balt-lem-be _ Ning-ber _ Bo-lar _ Bal-lem-bee

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 03 Item 01, SLNSW_FL827695.jpg;  
adapted by authors.

Thomas gives no information as to the meaning of this song, but it contains 
a form, perhaps balambi, which is repeated. We are tempted to suggest that 
this word might be related to balam-balam ‘butterfly’, which is the name 
of the song presented in section 3.4.5.
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3.4.7 Body song
The third song on the page numbered 19, in SLNSW MLMSS Volume 03, 
Item 01 of the William Thomas papers, relates to actions of the body, head 
and eyes. As already mentioned, it is presented together with a version of the 
second Gaiggip song (see above Box 3.30 in section 3.4.1.2), the short song 
presented in section 3.4.6, and the Women’s lament presented in section 
3.4.8. The text of this song, for Thomas also provided a translation, is given 
in Box 3.38. There is also a small drawing of a human figure standing with 
hands in front of them and their bottom pointed backwards, perhaps an 
attempt to draw a dance position.

Box 3.38: Body song

Nuit-bur, Mur-po-dee, Woon-goodee, Ming-are-poo-dee

Nuitbur Murpodee,
body side ways,
Woon-goo-dee, to drop 
your head
Mingarboodee up with 
your eyes

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 03 Item 01, SLNSW_FL827695.jpg;  
adapted by authors.

A suggested regularisation of this song is given as (3.31):

(3.31) ngitba mu(r)badji wung(g)udji minga(r)budji

We have not been able to present a complete analysis of this song, but 
we believe that the final -dee represents the imperative -dji (Blake 1991: 
75). It is possible that the word murpodee means ‘turn sideways’, perhaps 
regularised as mu(r)badji. There is no word recorded in other sources for 
this language to which we can relate this word.

It is equally possible that the word woon-goodee, perhaps wung(g)udji, 
means ‘drop’, perhaps ‘bow’. There are many words listed with meanings 
‘head’ or ‘skull’ in the sources for Central Victoria, but none resemble any 
of the words in this song.

The word Ming-are-poo-dee contains the word for ‘eye’, which Blake 
regularises as both mirn and mirring. Perhaps there was a verb something 
like minga(r)budji meaning ‘lift up your eyes’. There is a word in the 
Thomas papers meaning ‘lift up’, woorunderoneit, but this is not related to 
the forms found in the song.
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3.4.8 Women’s lament
The last of four songs on page numbered 19, SLNSW MLMSS 214, 
Volume 03 Item 01, of the William Thomas papers is described as 
‘Dirge by Lubras’, but which we have here termed Women’s lament. It is 
presented together with a version of the second Gaiggip song (see Box 3.30 
in section 3.4.1.2), the short song in section 3.4.6 and the ‘Body song’ in 
section 3.4.7. The text and some other related information are presented 
below as Box 3.39.

In another part of the same document (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 03 
Item 01, SLNSW_FL827649.jpg), Thomas includes the description of 
funerary ceremonies occurring after the death of a Goulburn man in 1839, 
which is partially transcribed here: 

… they dug with sticks (as Western Port Blks) a trench round his 
body then commenced his grave, while being dug, a Blk Dr on his 
belly began incantations hold his mouth to the earth, this evidently 
is a regular custom & tone, after a little pause a 2nd Dr commenced 
opposite to him, in like manner mouth to the earth & incanting, 
stoping, then a lubra with a child commenced mourning dreadfully 
she at last paused, a 2nd a [re?? – crossed out] commenced a solemn 
harmonious dirge by accent harsh – at a distance under trees were 
body of lubras seated, mourning plaintively & so exact in tone the 
whole at one solemn sound which had a powerful [ef ]fect on my 
mind – my man assisted in digging the grave, which being finished, 
the blacks waited till just setting of the sun, men seated round in 
circles, they placed the body in the tomb, covered it first with small 
foliage in abundance then, I should have stated that at this period 
everything belonged to the deceased – button, knives, &c &x clothes 
torn up, cap &c &c – his son at this time started …

Note that the word spelled stoping is surely stooping.

The lament that was performed by the women as ‘mourning plaintively 
& so exact in tone the whole at one solemn sound’ presumably employed 
the text presented here, and very likely other texts that were not written 
down.
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Box 3.39: Women’s dirge

Pigerara, Marmecar, Banbecar, Worrercar, Kootecar Tarmbucar, During 
her cries those of the deceased relations only scratch their faces – 

Dirge by 
Lubras

The Aborigs believe that it is after the 3rd day that the black rises and 
goes to Pungil Marman above – none but Drs can perform this – It is also 
singular that all the tribes that I have known have the same word for 
this ceremony 
– there is no distinct words for this oration, it is like all their others a 
kind of yell, by the purpose is supposed to [be that this dead lay still 
and they will avenge her death – written on the right hand side]

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 03 Item 01, SLNSW_FL827695.jpg;  
adapted by authors.

Thomas does not suggest any translation for this song; however, all but 
the first word have a final -car, which we suggest can be regularised as 
-ga. A suggested regularisation of the whole text of this song is presented 
as (3.32):

(3.32) bi(i)gerrarra mamaga banbaga wurrega kud(j)aga d(h)ambuga

Green in Smyth (1878, 2: 107) records ‘Welcome (kind reception) – Womin 
je ka.’, which is a form built on the root regularised by Blake (1991: 99) as 
wumen- meaning ‘come’. It may consist of the root plus the imperative -dji 
and a final -ga of unknown meaning, but perhaps related to the final -ga on 
the five final words of this song. Mandy Nicholson said:59

Wominjeka is commonly translated as ‘welcome’, but it has three 
parts: womin means to come, dji is a word-ending instructing you 
to come and ka is purpose.

This final -ga might also imply politeness, as suggested by Green’s 
translation of ‘kind reception’, and it could be interpreted as ‘please’. 
The word wominjeka is in regular use as a word of greeting or welcome 
in the Melbourne area.60

59	  Mandy Nicholson in conversation with Danni Zuvela, ‘If Something Is Asleep You Can Always 
Wake It Up’, Disclaimer, accessed 6 November 2021, disclaimer.org.au/contents/if-something-is-asleep-
you-can-always-wake-it-up-mandy-nicholson-in-conversation-with-danni-zuvela.
60	  Wominjeka is the name of several festivals, such as annual Indigenous festival at the Footscray 
Community Arts Centre (footscrayarts.com/event/wominjeka-festival-2018/, site discontinued, accessed 
18 July 2018), and as a name for several events/courses at universities, such as the one-hour course 
introducing La Trobe University students to Indigenous Australian history, culture and customs. La Trobe 
University, ‘Wominjeka La Trobe: Indigenous Cultural Literacy for Higher Education’, accessed 18 July 
2018, www.latrobe.edu.au/students/your-course/subjects/current/abs0wom-wominjeka-la-trobe.

http://disclaimer.org.au/contents/if-something-is-asleep-you-can-always-wake-it-up-mandy-nicholson-in-conversation-with-danni-zuvela
http://disclaimer.org.au/contents/if-something-is-asleep-you-can-always-wake-it-up-mandy-nicholson-in-conversation-with-danni-zuvela
http://footscrayarts.com/event/wominjeka-festival-2018/
http://www.latrobe.edu.au/students/your-course/subjects/current/abs0wom-wominjeka-la-trobe
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It is possible that pigerara is built on a root biik ‘clay’ and means something 
like ‘paint up with clay’.

It is likely that the second word, marmecar, is related to the form mamjerring 
‘wailing’ (Green in Smyth 1878, 2: 107). The word mamjerring would be a 
reciprocal form of a root mama combined with the reciprocal djirri (Blake 
1991: 73). There is a root mama meaning ‘hold, grab’ and it is possible that 
the ‘wailing’ was associated with people holding each other, so mamaga 
could be literally ‘for holding, for wailing’.

It is also possible that the last word, tarmbucar, is in fact the root dhumba- 
‘speak’, with dhumba-ga perhaps meaning ‘for speaking, please speak, 
kindly speak’.

Thus, while we do not suggest a full translation of this song, it may be that 
it contains sentiments such as ‘Being painted up with clay, kindly wail, 
kindly speak’.

In the same item in the Thomas papers (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 
03 Item 01), there is a longer description of ‘death ceremony’, on the 
pages numbered 58 to 59.61 This is an incomplete document describing a 
funeral/death ceremony and is presented below as Box 3.40. It mentions 
two dirges, the first on page 58 being described as ‘one peculiar dirge for 
the dead different from any other lamentations’ and a second, on page 59, 
described as ‘the dirge of the lubras in the distance’. We presume that the 
text presented in Box 3.39 and discussed in this section is the second, and 
that no text for the ‘one peculiar dirge’ has yet been found.

This text mentions the name of ‘perforated’ hole made by the body of the 
dead person as Boro Boro. This word is related to the form for ‘broken’ 
recorded by Thomas as Boromuk and Borongbun, who also gave the form 
Borungboneit for ‘break’.

61	  These form the photographs 009900065h and 009900066h in Volume 03 Item 01, available on 
the State Library of NSW website at archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/archive/110372954 (accessed 18 July 
2018).

http://archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/archive/110372954
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Box 3.40: Description of death ceremony

58
Death 
Ceremony

A Fragment cannot find other part
towards the body, but collect in small groups 
around the adjacent trees not at a less distance 
one or 200 yards, proclaim by their lamentations 
which are not inharmonious, that a brother is dead, 
these lamentations affecting and solemn in [fact 
indeterminable?? – inserted] the still forest adds to 
the scene as tho’ all was alike affected, there is one 
peculiar dirge for the dead different from any other 
lamentations, the men never speak but as silent as 
the corpse they are beside, after about an hour or less, 
the inner circle of mourners by the body commence 
grabbing the 

How they discover the 
murderer
* Wawoip, name of
ceremony of that or official 
priest, who gives orations 
over the dead
The dead
speak

earth, with a short stick about 3 inches deep one 
meeting the other taking each a space of about 
7 inches more or less, at last the little
trench about 2 or 3 inches wide & as many deep 
is finished, the aged [doctors – inserted] then will 
examine it & if (which is always the case) a hole is 
found in the narrow trench it is well examined, it is 
believed that the dead man has perferated the earth & 
made this hole, & from its distance to that hole, in that 
direction, will be found the black who has taken his 
kidney fat which caused death, The Drs will then often 
bend their ears to the hole, & say they hear & that 
distinctly the dead man say no bungellarly me that is 
the way, – they then immediately prepare for interring 
the body, the relations go & select the spot which is 
always dry ground, the mourners still remaining round 
the body, head inclined & eyes rivetted to the corpse, 
and apart from their superstitious notions no scene 

can

can be more solemn or imposing). The dirge of the lubras in the 
distance has in the still forest an effect upon the mind, I shall 
or should say Rachael weeping for her children refusing to be 
comforted would not be more direful, the grave being finished 
the body is conveyed by the relations on their shoulders, no 
particular posession marks its progress, & when at the spot it 
is thrown down, as a porter
would thrown down his load

59
Dirge of Lubra
Boro Boro
perferated hole

(fragment … to be search for)

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 03 Item 01, pages numbered 58–59, SLNSW_
FL827797.jpg and SLNSW_FL827799.jpg; adapted by authors.
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3.4.9 Text for regaining consciousness after 
a ‘kidney fat attack’
A very widespread feature of Indigenous society was the belief in the life force 
of the kidneys, a belief that was commented on in many nineteenth-century 
sources relating to the taking of kidney fat and the various ceremonies 
associated with it. In this section, we present one ritual text that was used in 
this circumstance, and the context in which that ceremony was performed 
(see Box 3.42). The taking of kidney fat is also referred to in connection 
with the Fighting song in the next section (3.4.10). Smyth (1878, 1: 429) 
gives the following background to the beliefs relating to kidney fat:

The Yarra blacks believe also that when the kidney-fat is taken 
away by sorcery, and a person dies, the spirit goes to Bund-jel. The 
body will rise again if the deceased has drunk water belonging to 
Menyan (the Moon), but if the person has drunk water belonging to 
Mongabarra (the Pigeon), the body will not rise again.

A complete understanding of the role of different ‘waters’ requires further 
research.

A more detailed description of the process of healing after a kidney fat attack 
is given in Smyth (1878, 1: 462), where he states that ‘Wer-raap (a doctor) 
is made by the spirits (Len-ba-moorr) of deceased doctors’. This word was 
spelled by Thomas in MLMSS 214, Volume 23 Item 01 (Book A) as larn-
ba-moor and translated as ‘apparition of one dead’, noting that it was ‘a long 
solemn drone’. The word could be len-ba-murr, where the middle syllable 
is ba ‘and’ and the last syllable may be a shortening of murrup ‘spirit’. 
Smyth also describes in some detail the way in which the doctor flies away 
in order to rescue a sick person (Smyth 1878, 1: 462–63):

Wer-raap flies away with the Len-ba-moorr, who have given wings to 
Wer-raap; and sometimes Wer-raap does not return for two, three, 
or five days.When the people of the tribe see Wer-raap again, he is 
covered with feathers. He has had a long flight. He visits the sick 
man, and if after a time the sick man gets well, Wer-raap relates all 
the facts connected with the recovery of the kidney-fat; but if the 
man dies, Wer-raap tells them that the wicked black had eaten the 
kidney-fat before he could fly to him.

The description in Smyth is probably at least partly based on a manuscript 
of William Thomas’s. A full transcription of the manuscript text is presented 
here as Box 3.41:
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Box 3.41: Beliefs relating to kidney fat

– I have before stated that the dead require a Peace offereing, & that 
the Aborigines have an idea (which appears universal among the
tribes I have had intercourse with) that death is caused by a wild Black 
extracting the kidney fat from the deceased.
– A party of Blacks are order’d by the Dr. or Wise Men to go in quest 
of a peace offereing, the direction is given them, & distance, but they 
are not to fail any sacrifice in the direction beyond the hole of civilized 
Blks – the party-in quest go without any dinner in fact, feel it a sacred 
honor to have their commission, & go thro any fatigue or hardship to 
avenge the death of a relative, or one of their Tribe, they leave the 
Encampt with a kind of War War their face daubed with the emblem 
of sadness be daubed with white ochre, one by one in a line the Doctrs 
exhort them with speeches of vehemence, & they shake hands & 
leave, for the direction assigned them, if they have to pass thro’ other 
tribes friendly, they explain their mission & endeavour to get some 
information for their guidance – when approaching the
locality, they endure great hardship live principally on bandicoots & 
grubs, gum &c as they are afraid to ascend tress or make any the least 
noise to procure food – at night they kindle a fire only of little sticks 
& bark, which they throw on occasionally, these fires make no blaze, 
before sun set, they gather a bunch of twigs with leaves, by their 

71
Superstitions
the kidney 
fat death

side

72 side by this they can douses a blaze in a second, one or two always keep watch 
at night but they should be surprised, in the morning they acting with them little 
fire to the least spark and cover the spot with dry leaves & so disfigures the 
spot that no one can detect the least foot mark – Should a portion of their route 
on their route be sandy they will walk backward so as to deceive their direction
When coming upon their victim or victims, always at night, not at day dawn 
as is their general attack (unless the party come upon be too small to make 
resistance & that they can count upon the whole then just before day dawn they 
will pounce upon their unfortunate victims, in an instance spear or bludgeon 
their victims laying fast asleep, then hold them fast (Barndil kungark) – catch 
his throat (Tunnar-muk) so secure that he cannot call out (Utur Kunmin) knock 
him on the next (Lulbuk nunneno) cut and take out fat of the kidneys (Leurguk 
koomuk karnuk marmbulla) roast his kidneys (Ballanguk Marmbulla) – after 
having slain their victim, if they are sure of him without striking him on the 
next, will after taking out his kidneys raise him up (his legs being pinioned) all 
standing before him mocking him try to make him say who take em out your 
marmbulla, they have also a strong thin cord well manufactured from the sinews 
of the Emu called fastened to the small leg bone of the emu, well pointed as a 
pincer at one end & at the other a loop with which they form a noose & strangles 
their victims, but this is not used unless there is some 
fear of the extrication of their victim, their greatest delight is to satisfy their 
dead, to have a victim sound & able to agonise, as their dead agonised – and will 
awfully amuse the Doctors and the friends of the deceased on their return of the 
awful (Yar Kahs) groans of accrutiating actions of their victims 

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 03 Item 01, SLNSW_FL827833.jpg and SLNSW_
FL827836.jpg; adapted by authors.
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This text contains a significant amount of language, presented as Table 3.8. 
Only a part of this can be interpreted. Note that some of these phrases were 
also written down by Thomas in connection with the ‘Fighting song’ in 
section 3.4.10.

Table 3.8: Language material from Box 3.41

Language English gloss (Thomas) Linguistic notes

Barndil kungark hold them fast gunga ‘take’

Tunnarmuk catch his throat –

Utur Kunmin cannot call out ngadha ‘neg’

Lulbuk nunneno knock him on the neck We assume that lulbuk is a verb 
with an imperative -k and nunneno 
probably means ‘nape of the neck’

Leurguk koomuk 
karnuk marmbulla

cut and take out fat of 
the kidneys 

ma(rr)mbul ‘kidney fat’

Ballanguk Marmbulla roast his kidneys ma(rr)mbul ‘kidney fat’

Source: Authors.

The procedure for using singing to help regain health was described by 
Smyth (1878, 1: 463):

If any one has a pain in the chest, the doctor examines him. 
He probably finds that the Wer-raap of another tribe, instructed by 
other Len-ba-moorr, has put a piece of opossum rug in the body. The 
man is taken away from the camp by the doctor, who lays him upon 
the ground, puts his mouth to the part affected, and at intervals sings 
songs taught by his own Len -ba-moorr. In these songs he conjures the 
Len-ba-moorr to enter into the part, and put out whatever is causing 
the pain or sickness. This sometimes is continued for many hours.

The above descriptions speak in general terms about overcoming a kidney 
fat attack. The text presented below, however, relates to a specific incident 
that occurred on 26 August 1840, probably on the Yarra River somewhere 
near Healesville, at around 7.30 p.m. The text is found on pages 81–84 of 
Book A in the Thomas papers (MLMSS 214, Volume 23 Item 01).

This text relates to curing a man, whose name is not given, who had suffered 
a kidney fat attack, and who was facing death. He was cured as a result of 
the intervention of Malcolm ‘the celebrated flying Dr.’ (see section 3.1.2). 
The full context of this happening, including the text of the words that 
revived the sick man, is presented as Box 3.42:
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Box 3.42: Text for regaining consciousness after a kidney fat attack

SuperstitionX – Augt 26th 1840 [about 20 mile s of Yea I was encamped with near 200 
sobbing black – inserted] A Black of the name of was out this day in search of his 
daily fare equiped as usual with his spears & while upon a mountain near at hand he 
fancied he felt the fat of kidneys go from him & that [albild??] black fellows spirit 
had taken it out, he immediately endeavor’d to return to the encampment which be 
gained according to his account with great difficulty, he informed his tribe of what 
had taken place, they allV as they came in sit around him, his brother & friend holding 
him in a lying position just his head raised up, – they one after another sit around him 
in pensive silence no quakers meeting more so – the lubras kept charge of the dogs 
who were muffled up in their rugs so that they could not make a noise, al tho there 
were upwards of 200 Blacks present the Encampment was as quiet as tho I were in 
the forest 100 miles from fellow man, -- I came in 

X: The Mambullă

V: the males

about 1&½ hours after sun set, I was struck as I approached with surprise at not 
hearing noise of sticks or any sound whatever & feared that I must have taken the 
rong road or over that the Encampt, on ascending a rise however I found I was right by 
observing a faint light here & there, I drew close to them no sounds of sticks, voices 
dogs or anything, surely methought the blacks are gone in anxiety I hasten’d on as 
quick as I could – On arriving at the Encampt I felt convinced that the blacks were gone 
--- I made for my fire which appear’d to be the only one in life, and getting off my horse 
said to my men whats been the matter where are the blacks 

-- My men said that the blacks were all on the other side of the creek a man was dying 
but that the blacks would not let them go over – I said why all was well 3 hours ago 
let me go & see one old manV who had left the morners to come over the creek & stop 
me from making a noise, wisper’d to me “no you gago, wild black fellow take-em out 
fat no you marminarta gago karberin turnit,” finding me resolute however he said in 
a low tone me take you, no you talk, I promised him I would not (concluding some 
superstition was on the carpet) he wanted me to take off my shoes but I would not it 
was dark & many stumps, the old man conducting me I crossed the creek, he all along 
cautioning me to head light, he halted just before getting to the party & said now no 
you take wild black fellow had taken my black fellows mambula & gone off with it – I at 
length approached the man he was in a lying position [on the bare ground – inserted] 
his head a little raised not his back, the whole of the male adults & youths 

V Kollorlook

in the Encampment was with him sitting in circles the aged in the nearest circle, & so 
on the youngsters not so regular nor so intent as those of riper years a small doused 
fire was on his right about 3 yds from him no other fire near him all were as silent as 
tho’ death had taken place – At a distance of about 200 yards in the direction of the 
spot where he lost his fat were here & there pieces of bark set fire to which looked 
moreX like sparks of fire on the ground – One Budgry Tom (a man of courage) was 
placing there Barks & attending to them in order that they might not only be kept 
up, but to douse if there should be in any the least indication to become a flame – 
Malcolm the celebrated Flying Dr. (hapened to be fortunately one of the Encampt) was 
pretending to go to & fro speaking & invoking the wild Black to return the fat, every 
now & then they would hear Malcolms voice, & one would answer gou gou – At last 
Malcolm not finding the Wild Black he was under the necessity of ascending like an 
eagle, a great rustling among the bushes was more evidently by the old impostor & up 
he went he was able at three quarters of an hour or more he returned a great rustling 
among the bushes at a little distance bespoke his return the silence for the first time 
was broken with occasionally among their principles ejaculating 
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“Goa Goa Wan du duk Mo Ther Ma lar Mal la voit Marm bu la [warrumurp]” 

– the syllables were pronounced so slow that could be distinctly made out – the 
meaning of the whole is come on bring it here, make haste bring it kidney fat” – the 
words come articulated syllable by syllable, one taking 

X fires are very deceptive at night, they say fires in England look nighter than where 
they are – but Blacks fires look I imagine always farther off

one syllable the next the following one, but to proceed at length the celebrated aerial 
Dr. returned & without a word comes forward catches hold of the sick man rubs in a 
most unmerciful manner his side & pretends to have opened it he pronounced the 
man all right his friends [just??] pull him upon his bottom, & all sadness was over 
they all jump’d up got light from the sick mans embers began to smoke their pipes, 
& the dying man was not backward in soliciting a smoke – the Blacks hovering round 
Malcolm extolling his wondrous powr & not praising God that such powers was given 
to man but turning round to me said Now Marminarta you see no gammon black 
Dr. White Doctor would give man ill like that plenty of physic, bleed him & he had one 
moon Malcolm tind Woroneit bar kunark marnmate, & nerling marna meek, no good 
white Dr. very good black Dr. – It was in vain I tried to reason with them, it was very late 
by the time all was over – I however the following Morn & – had some sharp work in 
arguing the point, & as a proof that they were all being deceived I offer’d the Flying Dr 
some handsome articles if he would fly in my presence.

The Blacks say that Malcolm fly like a hawk in the air & turns round & when he sees 
the Wild Black he drops upon him, the Wild Black drops the Fat Malcolm picks it up 
& returns to the sick man & makes him whole – should the Wild Black have eaten any 
portion of the Marmbulla the sick man cannot surviveV.

Thus ended this superstitious process & effect – there is no doubt but the man had 
what we term fainted – & encouraging his fears made him appear worn.

V. This evidently is a scapegoat that when a sick man under the charge of the Flying 
Dr. dies he has his pleas & by that means maintains un impacted his [idle …?]. 

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 23 Item 01, commencing from SLNSW_
FL847472.jpg; adapted by authors.

Jürgen Schöpf (pers. comm.) pointed out that ‘among their principles 
ejaculating … the words come articulated syllable by syllable, one taking 
one syllable the next the following one’ and this suggests that multiple 
people knew this text and that it was uttered in a responsive manner – that 
people must have known what to say and how to say it.

Smyth (1878, 1: 470–71) also presented a version of this story, in a longer 
section headed Marm-bu-la (not fully reprinted here). The text from Smyth 
is given as Box 3.43:
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Box 3.43: Extract including the text for regaining consciousness after 
a kidney fat attack

When, by the rustling of branches, Malcolm’s return was announced, the old men 
seated near the sick person cried “Goo-goo wandududuk mo-thur ma-lar-voit marm-
bu-la woo-re-mup” – each syllable being pronounced slowly, distinctly, and solemnly. 
They said in these words “Come, bring back the kidney-fat – make haste.”

Source: Smyth (1878, 1: 470–71); adapted by authors.

The analysis of the ritual text is given in (3.33):

(3.33) Goa goa wan du duk mo ther

Come on bring it here

djuwa djuwa wandha-dja-k mudha

go go bring-form-imp dem?
‘Move, move, bring it (here).’

Ma lar Mal la voit Marm bu la warrumurp

make haste bring it kidney fat

mala mala-wat ma(rr)mbul-a warru murrup

let let-2pl kidney fat.erg haste? spirit
‘Let, that you hasten his spirit with the kidney fat.’62

Linguistic notes
The first two words clearly mean ‘go’ or ‘move’. We have regularised them 
as djuwa rather than guwa, because of a number of vocabulary items in 
the Thomas papers (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 21 Item 01; see Morey 
2004), such as ‘Molokun Toakunna Nearlingo “by & bye we will return”’ 
and ‘Toewangeit “go”’. Green also recorded this root, in the form yane-toee 
‘begone’ (in Symth 1878, 2: 99). Blake regularises this form as duwi, but if 
we assume that this verb in example (3.33) is the same root as these, perhaps 
a palatal initial is more appropriate.

The form wan du duk is analysed as the wandha ‘bring’ with a formative 
-dj and the imperative -k. The same root is very familiar with the same 
formative and the imperative -i, as wandha-dj-i ‘bring it’, which is the 
source of the place name Wonthaggi. In Wemba-Wemba, -k is a transitive 

62	  Thanks to Jane Simpson for suggesting this translation.



INDIGENOUS SONGS OF VICTORIA

356

imperative and -i is intransitive (Hercus 1986: 43). Perhaps the difference 
in meaning here is that the object is definite or even animate here (the life 
spirit of a man), whereas in other cases the object is indefinite or inanimate.

The form mal- meaning ‘let’ will be discussed below in section 3.5.4; it is 
also found in the butterfly dance song in section 3.4.5.

Thomas gives the word warebuk ‘make haste’ (SLNSW MLMSS 214, 
Volume 02, source is Langhorne). We suggest this may be a verb root warru-.

There are two examples of code mixing between the Eastern Kulin language 
and a pidgin English in this text, here presented as examples (3.34) and 
(3.35):

(3.34) no you gago, wild black fellow take-em out fat no you marminarta gago 
karberin turnit

(3.35) Now Marminarta you see no gammon black Dr. White Doctor would give 
man ill like that plenty of physic, bleed him & he had one moon Malcolm tind 
Woroneit bar kunark marnmate, & nerling marna meek, no good white Dr. 
very good black Dr.

The Indigenous words found in these texts are as follows:

gigo ‘you go’ recorded by Hercus (1986)

mama-ngadha ‘father-our’ (for a discussion of this suffix, see Blake 
1991: 70; its use as a 1st person plural inclusive possessive is also 
found in R.H. Mathews’s annotated offprints NLA MS 8006/8/6)

gabi is a demonstrative or locational word, also found in Kar-ber-
in-Tur-nit ‘on the other side’ (Thomas MLMSS 214, Volume 23 
Item 02)

dind- ‘gone, finished’

wurru- is perhaps the root of word recorded as wooroneit ‘run, or 
pull away fast’ (Thomas MLMSS 214, Volume 26, part 6)

ba ‘and’

guna(rr)k ‘help – Thomas records this word as ‘Kunarkun “Save or 
help, note great difficulty is met with, as according to the distress 
in – this was two instances 1 man drowning, and the other near fall 
from dead branch.”’ (MLMSS 214, Volume 23 Item 05)

manamith ‘good’

nhaling(g)u ‘return’.
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3.4.10 Fighting song
A song performed in fighting is found in a long description that also includes 
other words spoken at the time of a fight or legal judgement. This song itself 
was sung during the part of the ceremony that involved throwing dust or 
dirt at enemies when they ‘they get up & dance & sing all simultaneously’. 
A full transcription of this ceremony is transcribed in Box 3.44. The first 
part of this document gives the word for the process of inviting opponents 
to a fight in the Woiwurrung, Wathawurrung and ‘Barrabool’ languages.

Box 3.44: Fighting song and words relating to it

Scraps 
for the Native
Encampt –
Declaration of 
War

– The term for kicking, stomping, throwing dust at adversaries in 
fighting to chalinge them
{Wawo {Wyenolongo
{Wat - {Pigenarluno
{Barrabl {Wyemarta
The parties who have the bows round their legs are to receive 
punishment or parties who feel agrieved, ready to chalenge their 
accusers
If the [deplora??] (Bin-ne kart Kur-rum) if friendly – when sulky 
Pe-ge-rart narnee (that will do no more fight) Wallee Marlart (that 
will do) Wallee-mart-boon-gart (no more sulky) tinnee-kolar-ga 
(only eat), bar tar-wa-gar-ry (& corroberry)
If the meeting of tribes summoned is not friendly [& 2 bodies – 
inserted], there is no Corroberree – if a Corroberre but whatever 
beyond him or them beyond that country their stated time is to 
return which generally is to the day.

The messengers
previous to a
fight are after
this fashon

Accusations English
Stand, sulky, black you killed 
Koolin – my friend – stand up now 
you & let blackfellows spear you

Aborigl
Terre paur warrer Koolin karki
Terreonuk woorm Pourt warren
Koolin – Pung-gu-lar Par-rir-nin

The chief of the tribe cries out – Pat-no-Min-ner Pid-gee Nar-lun-
Vein-art Port Pooling (big) put ashes over all the body & dance 
around the fire
Mun-noul Mun-nup – Take up & throw at enemies dust and then 
they get up & dance & sing all simultaneously Yeãã Yeãã, Terre-
mun-Woo-Woin-par-me-Mal-ro-ner Yeaa Yeaa Woo-ner, Gnal-pin, 
Tal-lert-broon, Wor-ro-me-Nar-nee – Wor-ro-me. 
If they come to a general fight, the principal offended parties 
condem’d ap- pear with bows on their legs, just above the ankle 
(Kerrunger) & stripes behind (Woorm) – the old Drs (Warwoit) in an 
excited
speech to this purport – Stand Sulky Blks – if a Victim is to be 
sacrificed, he is seized Til-bak nun nero kow-it | hit him & hold him 
fast | & strike him on the neck, (Luer-gak Koo-muk Kot-nuk) cut 
you & take out his kidneys
– When the victim is killed, they cry out Yeãã Yeãã
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Yeãã Ma-ro-ner – the blacks say they only cut the right sides, put two fingers in & 
pull out the kidneys – before they had civilized tools, they used the Goo-an-na tooth 
to cut out the Marm-bulla – they roast & eat the kidney but don’t the flesh till the 4th 
day when the victim is
sure to be dead
Glossary as above
Pallet Koounwut
Nargat-Woody Woodulul Koolin
Bennekart Kurrum
Pyerart Narnee
Warlee Narlart
Wellee Mort Booncart
Tu-wa-gee-ry
Tin-ne Ko lar-gee

English
2 Messengers
To see & fetch here all blackfellows
When sulky another one
That will do
Enough of it
No more sulky
Only Corroberry
Only eat

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 03 Item 01, SLNSW_FL827951.jpg and SLNSW_
FL827953.jpg; adapted by authors.

Note that in another part of the same manuscript, Thomas writes ‘Kerranger 
– the parties who have the [rushes??] round their legs are the parties 
particularly aggrieved, or to receive punishment’ (SLNSW MLMSS 214, 
Volume 03 Item 01, SLNSW_FL827799.jpg).

There is a considerable amount of language data in this piece of text from the 
Woiwurrung language, presented here as Table 3.9, with some suggestions 
for analysis of these words and phrases.

Table 3.9: Language material from Thomas in Box 3.44

Language English gloss Linguistic notes

Wyenolongo kicking, stomping, throwing 
dust at adversaries in 
fighting to chalinge them

waya ‘hit with missile’, based 
on sources in R.H. Mathews 
(e.g. 1902a)

Bin-ne kart Kur-rum [deplora??] –

Pe-ge-rart narnee will do no more fight –

Wallee Marloit that will do mal(a) ‘let, perhaps’

Wallee-mart-borngut no more sulky –

tinnee-kat lar-ga only eat –

bar tar-wa-gu-ry & corroberry ba ‘and’
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Language English gloss Linguistic notes

Terre paur warrer 
Koolin karki 
Terreomuk woorm 
Pourt warren Koolin 
– Pung-gu-lar Par-
rir-nin

Stand, sulky, black you killed 
Koolin – my friend – stand up 
now you & let blackfellows 
spear you

d(j)arri- ‘stand’
warr ‘2sg’
guliny ‘man’
Kar-ki (Thomas MLMSS 214, 
Volume 23 Item 02) ‘friend’
d(j)arri-ma-k ‘stand-form-imp’
worrm (is later explained as 
‘stripes behind’)
buuk warrin ‘angry, sulky’

Pat-no-Min-ner Pid-
gee Nar-lun-Vein-art 
Port Pooling

(big) put ashes over all the 
body & dance around the fire

wiiny ‘fire’
-ooth ‘locative’ (possibly 
Thomas meant to write -oit)

Mun-noul Mun-nup Take up & throw at enemies manip ‘dirt, dust’

Kerrunger bows just above the ankles also explained as ‘Kerranger 
– the parties who have the 
[rushes??] round their legs 
are the parties particularly 
aggrieved, or to receive 
punishment’

Woorm stripes behind –

Warwoit old Drs wawuty ‘ritual specialist’

Til-bak nunnero 
kow-it 

hit him hold him fast djilba ‘hit’
-k ‘imp’

Luer-gak Koo-muk 
Kot-nuk

cut you and take out the 
kidneys

–

Yeãã Yeãã Ma-ro-ner ‘cry when the victim is killed’ –

Pallet Koounwut 2 Messengers bulaty ‘two’

Nargat-Woody 
Woodulul Koolin

To see & fetch here all 
blackfellows

nganga- ‘see’
-aty ‘subordinating marker’
wurrdi-wurrdiyalal ‘many’
guliny ‘person’

Bennekart Kurrum When sulky another one –

Pyerart Narnee That will do –

Warlee Narlart Enough of it –

Wellee Mort 
Booncart

No more sulky –

Tu-wa-gee-ry Only Corroberry maybe d(j)uwa ‘go away’
-dji ‘imp’

Tin-ne Ko lar-gee Only eat –

Source: Authors.
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Thomas gives the word for ‘war’ as Nar-rite, with a note: ‘This is the term 
they use it literally means sulky – when war is declared 2 or more messengers 
are dispatched, their persons held sacred & take a cut stick like as used in 
corroberries – when peace is declared tarrers are sent’ (tarrer, regularised 
as djirra ‘spear’) (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 23 Item 02, SLNSW_
FL814495.jpg).

The song that was sung during the throwing of dust (Mun-noul Mun-
nup), when all ‘get up & dance & sing all simultaneously’, is regularised in 
example (3.36), with the original spelling shown:

(3.36) Yeãã Yeãã, Terre-mun-Woo-Woin-par-me-Mal-ro-ner 

Yeaa Yeaa Woo-ner, Gnal-pin, Tal-lert-broon, Wor-ro-me-Nar-nee – 
Wor‑ro‑me.

yiya yiya d(j)err(w)amuny wuwunybami marruna 

yiya yiya wuna ngalbin d(h)ala(r)t-brun warrami nani warrami

Notes
We cannot propose a translation of the whole of this song, but some 
speculations are possible.

The word Yeãã (yiya) is presumably a cry or exclamation.

The word terre-mun may contain the root d(j)arri- ‘stand’.

The root marru means ‘cry’ and this may be an appropriate word here.

In the second line the word wor-ro-me is repeated, it may be related to a root 
warr(a)wa ‘run’.

3.4.11 Enchanting away rain
The final song in this section is a Boonwurrung text written down by 
Thomas in his manuscripts and also published in Bride (1898: 91). 
In the manuscript this is described as a song for ‘enchanting away rain’. 
The manuscript version of this text is presented as Box 3.45 and the version 
in Bride as Box 3.46, where the song’s function is described as ‘when a 
continuence of rain is desired’.
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Box 3.45: Enchantment song, version 1

62
Song 
enchanting away
rain

Won ner rer Ner wein Barn we are Won ner rer Tin der buk 
Koo de are. Ner wein Koo de are Tin der buk Kar-row-long Parn
During the time this is sung the charmer sits in his miam & with 
a piece of bark about a foot or 10 in long continues throwing hot 
ashes from the fire into the air mumbling alternately then singing 
the above song in fact all their charmings are in a mumbling 
language not known to the rest of the blacks, even those ignorant 
people have an idea that something must 
be done or said not to be comprehended by the general mass to add 
to its importance like a consultation of Physicians who I think as 
Garth states talk together in a Dogril Latin not be comprehended 
by the patient even tho’ a classis scholar - Bobbinary

a great charm

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 03 Item 01, SLNSW_FL827807.jpg; adapted by 
authors.

Box 3.46: Enchantment song, version 2

“Charmers or Enchanters:– There are characters among the blacks who are supposed 
to possess powers according to their various qualifications. When a continuance of 
rain is desired, the charmer is applied to, who sings,

“Won-ner-rer Nger-wein Barm-we-are Won-ner-rer

Tin-der-buk Koo-de-are Nger-wein Koo-de-are Tin-der-buk

Kar-row-lin.”1

“During the time that this is sung, the charmer sits in his mia-mia, and with a piece 
of thin bark, about a foot or eighteen inches long, continues throwing hot dust from 
the fire into the air, alternately mumbling and singing the above song; in fact all their 
charmings are in mumbling language, not known to the rest of the blacks.

[Note ]1. I have not succeeded in getting a translation of this song, if indeed the 
words have any meaning at all – Ed.”

Source: Thomas in Bride (1898: 91); adapted by authors.

Thomas goes on (in Bride 1898: 92) to talk about Bobbinary, where it is 
made clear that this song’s function is to enchant rain away:

We have in the Western Port tribe a celebrated charmer-away of rain, 
old Bobbinary. I have known this man to be kept singing for hours. 
The blacks say, when Bobbinary was a child that it had been raining 
for some days, and ‘blackfellows all sad, their bellies tied up to keep 
off hunger; that the child Bobbinary began to sing, and that sun 
immediately came out, and no more rain. That ever since then he 
has been able to send rain away.’
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While it is not stated explicitly, the naming of Bobbinary in the manuscript 
version suggests that he was Thomas’s informant for this charm.

A.W. Howitt also noted information, under a heading ‘rain makers’, about 
this chant gathered from Mr Connor J.P., who said that:

He remembers during a very wet time that an old man endeavored 
to produce fine weather and to send the rain away by “muttering 
words to himself as he sat by his fire and at the same time throwing 
any ashes from the edge of the fire against the direction from which 
the rain was coming.

Although Thomas did not suggest a translation of this text, the presence 
of the word Ner-wein or Nger-wein, regularised by Blake as ngawany 
‘sun’, is appropriate for this text. Our suggested analysis is presented as 
example (3.37). Note the version presented for analysis here is based on 
the manuscript version, with the additional final word parn. However, the 
separation of words is based on Bride (1898: 91).

(3.37) won ner rer ner wein

wan(h)a-rra ngawany

look-up-having? sun
‘Looking far up … at the sun.’

barn we are won ner rer tin der bak koo de are

baany-wiya wan(h)a-rra djindi-bak gurri-aya

water-? look-up-having? finished-? be?-?
‘Looking far up, the rain is finished …’

ner wein koo de are tin der buk kar-row-long (parn)

ngawany gurri-aya dindi-bak garr(g)aling baany

sun be?-? finished-? wet water
‘The sun (has) come wetness is finished …’
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Linguistic notes
The Thomas manuscripts (MLMSS 214, Volume 23 Item 02) record two 
words, Wonnunarta ‘there above, look up’ and Wonnunduk ‘look above, 
very high’. Given that the word for ‘sun’ also seems to occur in this song, 
these meanings seem appropriate for won-ner-rer and perhaps suggest a root 
wan(h)a.

The word barm-we-are is perhaps based on the root baany- ‘water’ and refers 
to rain. Many of the words recorded for rain in this language are based on 
baany, although a second word yayal is also recorded. Several derivations 
built on baany are found in the sources for the language: baany(m)abil, 
baanymin and baanywin. It is likely that baanywiya is another derived 
form meaning ‘rain’.

The word tin-der-bak is recorded also by Thomas as Tindeebeek with the 
meaning ‘all gone’.

The word Koo-ding is recorded by Thomas with the meaning ‘in or at’ 
(MLMSS 214, Volume 23 Item 02). This is possibly a form of the root 
gurri ‘be’ (Blake 1991: 76).

The word Kar-row-lin/Kar-row-long is spelled Karrgaling ‘wet (rainy, moist)’ 
(Green in Smyth 1878, 2: 107). We have decided to regularise this as 
garr(g)aling.

3.5 Songs in State Library of Victoria
Towards the end of the manuscript SLV MS 6290 (see section 1.5.2), the 
compiler of the manuscript included a supplement ‘Containing additional 
words, phrases, Songs &c. in the Melbourne Dialect’. These four songs were 
almost certainly told to the compiler by Peter Mungett, a Wathawurrung 
man. Nevertheless, we have decided to include these here, rather than in 
the chapter on Wathawurrung (see section 4.2) because they are specifically 
identified as from Melbourne.
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3.5.1 Supplement, Song 1
The transcription of the first of these songs is presented in Box 3.47:

Box 3.47: Supplement, Song 1

Song 

Yū-cūm-ha-gnilla-barrom-mattina

Gnittū-barrōm-gningnūlla-gren-gnarkaŷ

mangō

Chorus: Yū-cūm-ha-gnilla-barrōm-mattīm

gningnūlla

Translation

A parrot was sitting on a tree – A Blackfellow whistled to drive him off – off they fly – 
then

Blackfellow gathers sticks with leaves on them (branches) on which the parrot came 
down & they knocked him on the head and made this song

Source: SLV MS 6290, p. 255; adapted by authors.

A suggested regularisation of the spelling is given in (3.38):

(3.38) yugum-a ngila barrum madhina

ngidhu barrum ngingula grengagai mangu

yugum-a ngila barrum madhim ngingula

The word for parrakeet in Eastern Kulin was recorded by Thomas (SLNSW 
MLMSS 214) as Uu gup, which can be regularised as yugup, and is probably 
the first word of the first and third lines. No other words in Eastern Kulin 
language can be identified here. Note that we have not been able to identify 
Wathawurrung words in this song; for example, wurr-puyn is ‘whistle’ in 
Wathawurrung (Blake, Clark and Krishna-Pillay 1998), a word not found 
in this song.
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3.5.2 Supplement, Song 2
The transcription of the second song in the supplement is presented as 
Box 3.48:

Box 3.48: Supplement, Song 2

Song
Gying-gāīrana-yōōm-darrōmarek
Gying-gairana-yōōm-darrōmarek
Gniek-garrōna-gniek-garōna
Wōllōm ōmmīna-Danning-ngarrgarāding
Gēēna-gōōlygōōrk
Translation
Blackfellows saw flowers, some said they were Yam blossoms, some said no. 
They took 
them to the old man who said they were and so they dug them up

Source: SLV MS 6290, p. 255; adapted by authors.

A suggested regularisation of this song is presented as (3.39):

(3.39) djing gayrana yum d(h)arrumarrik

djing gayrana yum d(h)arrumarrik

ngik garrana ngik garrana

wulumumin(h)a d(h)aning ngarrgarrading

djina guli gurrk

No analysis or translation of this song can be presented. The form Wōllōm 
ōmmīna may be the word for ‘yamstick’, which is regularised by Blake (1991: 
89) as wuluñ and wuluwañ. The second regularisation is based on the form 
in Curr (1887, 3: 524), wolo-ain, which was from the Ngooraialum tribe. 
This form might be in the ergative-instrumental case with a final -dha.

In the Colac language, the word for ‘yam daisy’ is ka(rr) written down 
by George Augustus Robinson as carr (Blake, Clark and Reid 1998: 171). 
We can speculate that the words gayrana and garrana may be the word for 
‘yam daisy’, also known as murnong, the roots of which were certainly eaten 
by Aboriginal people in Victoria.
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3.5.3 Supplement, Hymn sung at funerals
The transcription of the Funeral hymn in the supplement is presented 
as Box 3.49:

Box 3.49: Supplement, Funeral hymn

Hymn
Sung at funerals
Blōōrgāy-gēērmah-makōnday-bōmāh 
marāh-warrāh
Blōōrgāy-gēērmah-makōnday-bōmāh
marah-warrah
Blōōrgāy-gēērmah-marah-warrah
Grēēmah-rōllah-grēēnmah-marār
mārrāy-gina-gamba
Translation
There is a God – if Blackfellow has been good he will go to him, if not – he will go 
to the Devil

Source: SLV MS 6290, p. 256; adapted by authors.

A suggested regularisation of this song is presented in (3.40):

(3.40) blurrgai djirrma magundai buma marra warra

blurrgai djirrma magundai buma marra warra

blurrgai djirrma marra warra

grimarrula grima marra marrai djina gamba

No analysis or translation of this song can be suggested at this time. Given 
that the word mar is ‘man’ in the Warrnambool language (Blake 2003b), it 
may be that this word is present in this song and that the song is, consequently, 
not an Eastern Kulin song. It is possible that marāh-warrāh is a form 
containing the same final element as the word for ‘swan’, gunawara, or that 
this is the verb warra ‘do’. No other words can be recognised. The poetic 
structure and parallelism of the song suggests that it was composed by an 
Indigenous poet or poets, rather than being the translation of a Christian 
hymn, but it is possibly influenced by Christian ideas.
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3.5.4 Supplement, Superstitious speech
The transcription of the ‘suppostitious speech’ in the supplement is 
presented as Box 3.50:

Box 3.50: Supplement, Superstitious speech

Suppostitious speech
On the abduction of a Lubra
Wēē-hat-gōōlāy-yōn-gnō-net-gōōndāy-baggōōk-
gūk-garrah-mallāh-gūile-baggōōrk-
gnāllah-gneddin-dannong-gnong-wallah
mallah-yannoo-gnet-min-gōōrdōōkah
cōōlie-gnin-cabam-yannāy-yōō-gēēyōō
cōōrnday-bangōōrt-day-dŷiek
Translation
Let us go Lads and get that woman. If they don’t give her up, we’ll go to war with 
them and see which will be the best tribe. Then if they won’t give her up, we must 
get [p. 257] other tribes and if they can’t take her away, we must submit to her loss

Source: SLV MS 6290, pp. 256–57; adapted by authors.

Only a partial analysis of this text has so far been possible. This is presented 
as (3.41):

(3.41) Wēē-hat-gōōlāy-yōn-gnō-net-gōōndāy-baggōōk-

wiya-t guliyn ngunitj gund(a)i bagurrk

fight?- man ? get-?imp female
‘Fight … men … to get the woman.’

gūk-garrah-mallāh-gūile-baggōōrk-

gu(rr)k garra mal-a guli bagurrk

? ? let female
‘… let us … the woman.’

gnāllah-gneddin-dannong-gnong-wallah

ngalang-ad(h)an danung-(ng)ung wala

war-1sg.pst ? ?
‘war …’
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mallah-yannoo-gnet-min-gōōrdōōkah

mala yan-u ngid(y) min gurduga

let go-? ? emph? ?
‘let us go …’

cōōlie-gnin-cabam-yannāy-yōō-gēēyōō

guliyn gabam yani-yu giyu

man ? go-away? dem.abl?
‘men … go away from there’

cōōrnday-bangōōrt-day-dŷiek

gund(a)i bangu(r)t djidjik

get-?imp ? younger sibling?
‘to get (the woman?) …’

Notes
Parker gives a form wialley an ‘to fight’ in Smyth (1878, 2: 169) for the 
Ta-oungurong language. This form may include a root wiya- and the 
frequentative/continuative particle -ila.

The forms gōōndāy and cōōnrday have both been regularised as gundi. This 
form is discussed above in relation to Kurburu’s song (section 3.2.2) and 
may be related to the root gunga ‘take’.

The form mal(a) is found in a number of Thomas’s Woiwurrung sources 
translated as ‘let’. For example, in several locations in SLNSW MLMSS 
214, Volume 02, he translates Mal as ‘let’ and in the Aboriginal–English 
Vocabulary (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 23) he gives the form 
Mullunnanger ‘let me see’, which contains a root mal(a) and nanga ‘see’.

The form yannāy-yōō is analysed as built on the root yana ‘go’. A similar 
form was recorded for Woiwurrung by R.H. Mathews (NLA MS 
8006/3/4.1, Notebook 1, p. 2). This is presented in example (3.42). Morey 
(1998) suggested that this -yu might be glossed as ‘away’, related to the -u 
ablative suffix.
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(3.42) Yan’-i-u yilamu

‘Go from the camp’
yana-i-yu yilam-u

go-imp-away? camp-abl
‘Go away from the camp!’

The word for ‘war’ is given by Green in Smyth (1878, 2: 107) as ngalang, 
a form that appears to be present in our analysis in Line 3 of example (3.41).

It is possible that the word day-dŷiek is a spelling of djidjitj ‘younger sibling’.

3.6 Daniel Bunce

3.6.1 Corroboree singing
In a chapter headed ‘An Excursion to Westernport’, Bunce (1857)63 wrote 
the following description of corroboree singing (Box 3.51):

Box 3.51: Description of corroboree singing

Proceeding upon our journey, we crossed several creeks and streams, and eventually 
ascended the highest part of the Western Port ranges. Each day I was enabled to 
add some fresh varieties to my herbarium. The western mountains abound in healthy 
timber. In this locality, too, there is plenty of a light, white wood, which the natives call 
weenth kalk kalk (fire stick), as they obtain a light from it, by means of friction, very 
readily. This kind of wood is also called thaal kalk (sounding stick), because a solid, 
ringing sound can be produced by two round billets being beaten together. When 
the natives hold a corroborree, a festival in which dancing forms the chief element, 
those who do not join in the dance beat time with the sounding stick, while they sing 
continually, “Yah-yabba, yah-yabba, yah.”

Source: Bunce (1857, Chapter 11); adapted by authors.

We can regularise the song as (3.43):

(3.43) ya yaba, ya yaba, ya

These words are probably exclamatory cries. Without sound recordings we 
cannot know the form of these cries, but it is possible that some of these 
cries had extended long vowels and maybe even breathy release that could 
have written as yah. A closer examination of the cries and final utterances 

63	  The text is fully transcribed and readable at Project Gutenberg Australia, ‘Australasiatic Reminiscences’, 
September 2013, accessed 19 June 2019, gutenberg.net.au/ebooks13/1305271h.html. 

http://gutenberg.net.au/ebooks13/1305271h.html
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of the songs in the sound recordings of Norman Tindale (see for example, 
section 6.2.1), might one day allow for more nuanced understanding of this 
and similar types of songs.

3.6.2 Requesting away rain
A short text relating to requesting away rain (and perhaps connected with 
that documented by Thomas in section 3.4.11), was written down by Bunce 
and republished in Smyth (1878, 1: 127–28), presented here as Box 3.52:

Box 3.52: Text for requesting away rain

Bunce describes the formation of a camp when a tribe was overtaken in a storm:– 
“There were signs of rain, the sky became overcast, thunder was heard in the distance, 
and forked lightning played amongst the branches of the trees. The women were busy 
with their tomahawks in stripping large flakes or sheets of bark from the stringybark 
trees, and setting forks and saplings whereon to place the bark for the erection of 
willams, or dwellings, as a shelter. The only parties disengaged were the blackfellows, 
whose duties appeared to be to pray for fine weather by a continued melancholy 
chant. This office they continued for a short time after the rain commenced, and 
when all the rest of us had retired under shelter ; but finding that their good divinity, 
in the present instance, was deaf to their appeals, they exclaimed – ‘Marmingatha 
bullarto pork-wadding: quanthueeneera ?’ ‘Marmingatha is very sulky-and why?’; and 
they commenced throwing ashes in the direction in which they believed she resided, 
saying ‘T’see Waugh,!’ an exclamation of contempt and defiance – after which they 
returned to the willams.” – Australasiatic Reminiscences, Bunce, p. 73.

Source: from Bunce in Smyth (1878, 1: 127–28); adapted by authors.

Our analysis of this text is presented in (3.44):

(3.44) Marmingatha bullarto pork-wadding quanthueeneera

Marmingatha is very sulky and why?

maman-ngadha bulad(h)u buuk-warra-ng gwandhi-winharra

father-1pl.incl big angry-pres.part? ?-why
‘Our great father is very angry … why?’

Notes
In his word list, Bunce gives the meaning of the word quanthuenera as 
‘why, what for’. Based on spellings in Thomas, and others, Blake (1991) 
regularised this word for ‘why’ as winharra, which we suggest is the second 
part of the form recorded by Bunce.
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Bunce translates the form quantee as ‘how, query, to question’. This may be 
the same word that Green records as qeente boordup ‘fair’, where the second 
word is bur(n)dap ‘good’ and perhaps the first word means something like 
‘somewhat’.

The word T’see waugh is given in Bunce’s word list (Smyth 1878, 2) as: 
‘Contempt, scorn, despise, to scorn, detest, disdain, hoot, shout of 
contempt, insult, jeer, to treat with scorn, nausea, feeling of disgust, pish! 
pshaw! interjection’.

3.7 Georgiana McCrae64 and her son 
George Gordon McCrae
Georgiana McCrae (1804–1890) and her son Gordon C. McCrae (1833–
1927) have left a number of song texts, versions of which are available in 
Georgiana’s diary, dated 5 January 1847 (McCrae 1966), and republished in 
a slightly different form in McCrae (1917; Kenyon 1917).

According to Georgiana’s diary, the songs were told to her by Eliza, who 
may have later been the wife of Jimmy Dunbar of the Westernport Tribe. 
As Georgiana wrote, ‘Eliza told me the words of a few native songs I noted 
them down. There was one which the Goulburn black’s tribe sing when one 
of their number is sent to jail’.

In a manuscript entitled ‘Experiences not Exploits’, a journal of reminiscences, 
George Gordon McCrae tells how Bed-be-endgeer or Benbenjie (known as 
Ben) taught him songs (McCrae family, Papers [not after 1958] (McCrae 
family papers), SLV MS 12018, Box 2523/5 (d), p. 97):

Song I learned by heart from Ben’ dictation. A song to raise the wind 
(this in it’s literal sense), a song for the full moon; a canoe song, a war 
or rather battle-song; queer little ditties in ‘pidgin’ made whether in 
honour of our neighbours or ourselves and in which the peculiarities 
likely to strike a stranger, were admirably hit off.

Of these four songs, two song texts are found in the McCrae family papers, 
both of which are the same as two of the songs from Georgiana’s journal. 
One of these is the Mah-lay (ma-le) song that George Gordon McCrae 

64	  Georgiana McCrae was a talented artist. Three of her works are held at the National Gallery of 
Australia.



INDIGENOUS SONGS OF VICTORIA

372

describes as ‘Australian boat or rather canoe song’. This song is discussed 
in detail in section 13.1. We believe that the language is probably not 
Woiwurrung. The second song found in the McCrae family papers is the 
Goulburn Corroboree or Yapeen (section 3.7.2).

The three texts that will be discussed here consist of two songs, the Turee 
song, with a section composed by Ningolubbel (section 3.7.1), and the 
Goulburn Corroboree or Yapeen (section 3.7.2). In addition, there is ‘the 
dictated message’, found only in Kenyon (1917: 170) (section 3.7.3).

3.7.1 Turee song, with section composed 
by Ningolubbel
Our two sources present these texts differently. In Georgiana’s diary, they are 
a single song, but in Kenyon (1917) they are two separate songs. We propose 
to deal with them as one, treating this as some kind of traditional song, 
to which Ningolubbel added a section at the end. Note that we do not 
know the meaning or significance of the word Turee, unless it is the word 
dharri ‘stand’, already seen in Bundjil’s song (section 3.2.4). The version 
in Georgiana’s diary is given as Box 3.53, and the version in Kenyon is 
presented as Box 3.54 (the ordering of the verses is reversed).

Box 3.53: Turee song, version 1

Turee!

Turee byal turil by dthon
nanga turee pacoonbeen
booyal pacoonbeen turee wah

Arremootye, moorunmoorun, 
nyinga macoonba blynturee
byrringalaca macoonba tinga
wah arremoothago ah

Unganyanganbarra poorangalpam
Jail mine pullarwaddyn
Jail wah wah

“the last three lines composed (?) by Ningolubbel when in jail. [“Hark, hark, the lark 
at heaven’s gate sings.”]65

Source: McCrae (1966: 211); adapted by authors.

65	  This last quote is in a song from William Shakespeare, Cymbeline, act 2, scene 3. 



373

3. EASTERN KULIN SONGS

Box 3.54: Turee song, version 2

Song composed by Ningolubbel* while confined in

Melbourne Gaol, about 1842.

Ungan-yung barrah !
Pooringalpamah! tee jâl ah !
Myney-pular waddy-oo.
Tee jâl. Wah! Wah!

His lubra “Sally” used to take up the tune from outside the gaol wall.

Turee (Song)

Turee byal turil bython
Nanga turee paccoonbah
Booyal, paccoonbah Turee, Wah!

Arree-moo-tye, moorun-moorun, ying-ah,
Paccoonbah, blyn – Turee,
Poorung-alpamah paccoonbah,
Tinga! Wah! Arree-moo-tye, Ah!

* Otherwise Tsionbul (Turnbull), also McCrae

Source: Kenyon (1917: 170); adapted by authors.

Note that the song composed as a result of a visit by Ningolubbel’s murrup 
‘spirit’ to his younger brother was recorded by Howitt (see section 3.1.4).

(3.45) darri bial darri bidhan

nanga darri bagunbiny

buyal bagunbiny darri wa

ngarrimudji murrun murrun

nyinga magunba blin darri

birringalaga magunba dinga

wa ngarrimudjigu a

nganganyanbarra burrangalbam

jail mine bullawad(h)in

jail wa wa



INDIGENOUS SONGS OF VICTORIA

374

There is no information to help us translate this song. One possible 
interpretation is that the word bial is ‘red gum’ and the word darri is the 
‘red parrot’ (Robinson tare.re), in which case the first two words may mean 
‘the red parrot in the red gum’. It is possible that turil bython should be read 
as darri bial-uth an ‘red.parrot red.gum-loc ?’.

We will not suggest an analysis for the whole song, but if our idea that the 
song is referring to a bird, then pacoonbeen could be the ‘beak’ recorded by 
Green (in Smyth 1878, 2: 99) as Bargimboon, a root likely related to one or 
other of baguna ‘hold’ and bagungga ‘gather’ that seem to be the same root.

The word murrun maybe mean ‘alive’.

If these ideas are correct, perhaps this song was made in praise of the land 
from which Ningolubbel came and he sang it for solace while in prison.

3.7.2 Goulburn Corroboree or ‘Yapeen’
The second song recorded by Georgiana was the Yapeen or Goulburn 
Corroboree. The name of this song is perhaps also that of a place name near 
Castlemaine that is supposed to mean ‘green hill’ or ‘valley’.66 The word 
Yapeen is clearly related to the root form yapana-, presumably meaning 
‘dance’, found in the Ye-pen-ni pie-kai dance (see section 2.4). Three 
versions of this text exist, that in Georgiana’s diary, presented in Box 3.55, 
that in Kenyon 1917, presented in Box 3.56, and the manuscript version in 
the McCrae family papers (Box 3.57).

Box 3.55: Yapeen Corroboree song, version 1

Other Native Songs (Goulburn)

Wittimbulbah miralbanga

Thumbulbalyndia munacalebra

curriculalindula wittimbulbah

Miralbanga thumbulbalyndia

Munacalebra curricullalindula

Source: McCrae (1966: 210); adapted by authors.

66	  As given in Wikipedia, ‘Yapeen’, accessed 28 May 2017, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yapeen. A word 
is hardly likely to mean both hill and valley so we suggest that this meaning is probably faulty. The 
Wikipedia page references the website www.egold.net.au/biogs/EG00274b.htm, where the same claim 
is made. The source of the suggested meaning may be L. Blake (1977), which is not an accurate source.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yapeen
http://www.egold.net.au/biogs/EG00274b.htm
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Box 3.56: Yapeen Corroboree song, version 2

Goulburn Corroboree or “Yapeen”

(Also used by “Western Port” Tribe)

Ah! Wittimbulbah, miralbangah

Thumbubulyndya, munccalebra,

Curriculindulah wittimbullah,

Miralbanga, thumbubulyndya

Munecalebra curriculindulah

Pooroongalpama gomay Ah! …

Corind-ye-brija. Wandary, Wandary. †

† I believe this chorus is (or was) widely used, and by remote tribes even. G.C. McC

Source: Kenyon (1917: 170); adapted by authors.

Box 3.57: Yapeen Corroboree song, version 3

Corroboree Song

[in pen:]

Thumbubalindya Wittimbulba [nyanga tetay – crossed out]

[gomay – crossed out] curriculindula nyanga gomay

[in pencil]

Coorinjebriah-nyanga curriculindula

[Moorun-moorun-yingah! nyanga! – crossed out] thumbubalindyah

Wittimbulbah [nyanga! – crossed out] curriculindula [gomay! – crossed out]

Moorun-moorun-yingah! gomay, gomay, [gomay – crossed out]

[cooindyebriah – crossed out] W.SSOO W.SSOO

find old Arthurs Seat book interleaved with red blotting paper – for right words

Source: McCrae family papers, SLV MS 12018, Box 2523/4 (b), page 74;67  
adapted by authors.

As the note at the end of this last version indicates, there were once other 
books that McCrae had prepared and apparently lost by the 1870s when 
perhaps this document was written. Thus it may be that the text was not 
well remembered.

67	  The pages of this notebook are not numbered; but counting the first page after the inside cover as 
1, and the recto of that as 2, this text is pasted onto page 74. Most of the even number (recto) pages are 
blank, but if there are drawings, they are pasted there.
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Since the text in Kenyon (1917: 170) is longer, we will use it as the source 
of our analysis. Our suggested regularisation is given in (3.46):

(3.46) (ng)a wid(h)imbula mirralbanga

dhumba-bulandja mun.galebra

gurrigulindula wid(h)imbula

mirralbanga dhumba-bulandja

mun.galebra gurrigulindula

burrungalbama gumai a!

gurind-e-bridja wandhaji, wandhaji

Notes
It is clear that there is considerable parallelism in this song, with many of 
the words repeated, but without any information about the meaning, we 
can only guess.

The first word Ah! is surely a song particle.

The word Wittimbulbah also spelled Wittimbullah may contain a dual suffix 
-bula. Perhaps it is in fact the dual of the word for ‘ear’, wirn-bula/wirring-
bula ‘the two ears’.

The word Thumbubulyndya may contain the root dhumba- ‘speak’ and a 
suffix bulany, ‘3dl’, possibly followed by an ergative, possibly meaning 
‘those two who are speaking are doing …’.

Finally, the last two words may be wandhaji ‘take it’.

The order of items in the version in the McCrae family papers (Box 3.57) is 
different from the Kenyon (1917) version. The second last line contains the 
words Moorun-moorun-yingah!, which surely contains the root yinga ‘sing’. 
Perhaps the word moorun here is the word for ‘leaf ’ variously regularised by 
Blake (1991) as marrin and murrin. Perhaps it relates to the use of leaves as 
part of the corroboree ceremony.

3.7.3 The ‘dictated message’
The text discussed in this section is not a song, but we have included it here 
because it is probably traditional in nature and perhaps had a ritual function. 
It is a message in the words of a man whose wife had run away from him 



377

3. EASTERN KULIN SONGS

to be with another man. Interestingly, one version of the description of this 
indicates that the woman ‘scarcely understood two words of his dialect’, 
referring to her first husband, and suggesting that marriages outside the 
language group (linguistic exogamy) was practised at times.

We have three versions of the text, the published version from Kenyon 
(1917: 170) presented as Box 3.58, the text from the manuscript version in 
the McCrae family papers presented as Box 3.59, and a version in a letter 
sent to Lucy Bleek in the 1870s in Box 3.60.

Box 3.58: The dictated message, version 1

According to my recollection, the following was a dictated 
message from one of our blacks to another who had run away 
from his wife, written down by Mr. Merrick, of Western Port:–
“Warriwi purprukki-angolen pambuner eota mirambik 
pambun. Warriwi warn-wally weeriangul mammamuth. 
Nu-th-waling walwaak towakyalboi telbether pahgoork 
mirambike. Ngallegu wanthener pahgoork mirambike. 
Eotha coongana mira.”

Source: Kenyon (1917: 170); adapted by authors.

Box 3.59: The dictated message, version 2

Warriwi [pur – crossed out] prurkiangalin, pambuner
eota mirambik pambun, warriwi warn
wally weeriangul mamninnmuth nuthi waling
wal waak
Towakialboi tell bether Pagoork miram
Bike. Ngallegu wand thener pagoork mirambike
[Pur – crossed out] Eota Coongana mira

Source: SLV MS 12018, Box 2525/1(a) (f); adapted by authors.

Another version, in a manuscript at the Royal Historical Society of Victoria 
(Box 118-14), differs slightly from Box 3.58. On the third page of the 
manuscript, ‘The Warriwi’ has some glosses under some words: Warriwi 
(line 2 in Kenyon) is glossed ‘to fight’; Pahgoork (lines 3 and 4) as ‘wife’ and 
Mirambike (lines 3 and 4) as ‘mine’; and Eotha (line 5) as ‘not’.
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The third version we present here (Box 3.60) was sent in a letter sent from 
George Gordon McCrae to Lucy Bleek in South Africa.68 In the original 
manuscript, the language words are spelled in capitals, and we have 
maintained this here.

Box 3.60: The dictated message, version 3

The following is as well as I remember part of transcript of a message of defiance 
from one of our blacks to another who has stolen his wife. It is carelessly written, 
but I copy it as it stands. I can only make out the translation after this lapse of time 
but partially and imperfectly. It commenced in fine ‘swash-buckle’ style. WARRIWI 
‘Look out! Come on! – PERKUK ANGOLIM Fight to the death – PAMBUNUNG /yon/ 
coward! EOTHA MIRAMBIK PAMBUNUNG (I’m not afraid of you!) WARRIWI! WARRI-
WALLI, WERIANGUL, MAMMUNMUTH NUTHE COLING WAL WAAK – TOWAKEALBOI 
TEL-BETHER PAHGOORK MIRAMBIKE (mine wife) NGALLEGU OUANDTUR-NER 
PAHGOORK MIRAMBIKE EOTHA COONGANA MIRAMBIK re – you are not going to 
elope with my wife. I am not (something I forgot – possibly a fool, or to be trifled with 
&c &c).’ I remember the elopement & the fight & hearing of the runaway lady having 
first been well clubbed  about the head & then having her feet thrust into the hot 
ashes possibly to lame her & keep her from moving in future – It all ended however 
in the PAMBUNUNG craven, coward or timid one – bearing her off & making her the 
partner of his life. The injured husband too having exploded, a certain number of 
expletives & having nearly smashed two skulls retired so to speak with flying colors 
and thought himself possibly well rid of the faithless one. She was a member of a 
distant tribe whom he had stolen & clubbed & who scarcely understood two words 
of his dialect – taking these circumstances into consideration it is not to be wondered 
that it was an unhappy and preposterous match altogether. I never saw them more but 
I occasionally heard of them. I believe the three or four parties to this tragico-comical 
history are all now “under the sod”.

Source: University of Capetown Library MS BC151, E3.1.14; adapted by authors.

Our analysis is presented in (3.47):

(3.47.1) Warriwi purprukki-angolen pambuner eota mirambik pambun.

warriwi berguki-ngal-in bamba-nharr

come spear-1dl-? fear-2sg.pres

nyudha marrambik bamba-n

neg (body).1sg fear-part
‘Come, let us fight …, you are afraid, I am not afraid.’

68	  Thanks to Floris Solleveld for pointing out this source.
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Notes
Although Bunce gives wirraway ‘challenge’, we will follow McCrae in 
glossing this word as ‘come’.

The word berguk is elsewhere spelled by McCrae as perkuk and glossed as 
‘to kill’. Thomas has bergoneit ‘to kill (spear)’.69

(3.47.2) Warriwi warn-wally weeriangul mammamuth.

warriwi wan wali wiriya-ngal manamith

come 1sg?? ? ?-1dl good
‘Come, I will fight you … it is good.’

(3.47.3) Nu-th-waling walwaak towakyalboi telbether pahgoork mirambike.

nyudha waling walwak dhawagalbi djilba-dharr bagurrk

neg ? ? enough? hit-2sg.pst woman
marram-bayik

mine
‘Don’t …, enough? of you hitting my woman.’

Note that towakyalboi is slightly reminiscent of twarde in the Earthquake 
song recorded by Green (see section 3.8). Perhaps it contains a form that has 
been translated as ‘enough’.

(3.47.4) Ngallegu wanthener pahgoork mirambike.

ngaligu wandha-nharr bagurrk marram-bayik

neg? get-2sg woman mine
‘You will (not) get my wife.’

(3.47.5) Eotha coongana mira.

(n)yudha gunga-na mirra

neg take-?? ??
‘Not take her …’

69	  We are grateful to Andrew Tanner for pointing this out to us.
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3.8 Wak Wak, ‘Earthquake song’, recorded 
by John Green
Green recorded a single song, Wak-wak, in Smyth (1878, 2: 111), presented 
in Box 3.61:

Box 3.61: Wak-wak, Earthquake song

Song – Wak-wak
[Very old Song, made on the occasion of an Earthquake]
Twarde kan noo toombi, jewa-to-me-me-jet Wanellima i i i inigjak barra milla brinbolene 
wonto ngiar-grroen bel-bel targel-booel-beek karwen mall.
Literal:– That will do of that kind of things. What is that noise at the back of my camp? 
It makes the ground shake and the gum-trees tremble.

Source: Green in Smyth (1878, 2: 111); adapted by authors.

There was a large earthquake centred at Cape Schank on 17 September 
1855, which caused minor damage in Melbourne, and at first, we were 
tempted to think that this song related to that earthquake. However, it may 
be that this song is related to ‘The story of Mombulark’, a story of a wicked 
old man who stole a young boy, told by Barak and published in Ethel Shaw 
([1940s]: 37). In order to free the boy trapped in a big stone:

Bungil ordered them to get together all the strong men, Porcupine, 
Muskduck, Sleeping Lizard (totem names), and others. They all 
came to Bungil, who told them to push over a large tree nearby. After 
repeated attacks they pushed it over. ‘That is good,’ said Bungil. 
‘Come now to Mombulark’s camp and try to smash the big stone.’ 
This they could not do. So Bungil told Porcupine (whose native 
name means thunder) to go down under the ground and blow up 
the camp with a noise like thunder. When Porcupine did this Bungil 
pulled the child out of danger and gave him to his parents.

‘Porcupine’ here refers to the echidna, and the event described here sounds 
similar to an earthquake. Howitt (1887b: 35) made a reference to the same 
story:70

the Woiworung, who believed that thunder was something which 
came from the Tharangalk, the country beyond the sky, for the 
purpose of smashing up trees, also thought that the Echidna had 

70	  We are very grateful to Andrew Tanner for bringing to our attention the stories noted down by 
Ethel Shaw and A.W. Howitt and for suggesting the connections between the echidna and thunder.
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command over it, for they have a legend of how Bunjil ordered it to 
smash up a rock with its thunder within which a stolen child had 
been hidden.

A fuller version of the story referred to here is in Howitt’s manuscript (SLV 
MS Box 1053/2 (b), hw0391.pdf, pp. 29–31),71 in which it is said that 
the boy was taken from a group of Thagungwurrung people camped near 
Mansfield. The boy was taken by ‘a very bad old woman called Thadagŭn 
who was hung all round her head and neck and arms’ and who placed the 
boy inside the Cathedral Range. The rescue of the boy is described thus:

They said how shall he get the boy back? Būnjil said to the Porcupine 
‘try that tree’. He said this because the Porcupine has thunder. Then 
the Porcupine smashed the tree up with his thunder into little bits. 
Būnjil then said ‘now go and put some thunder under the rock where 
Thadagŭn has hidden the little boy. The Porcupine dug a hole under 
the rock and put some thunder in it. Then he came out and the 
thunder burst the rock into two pieces. It also smashed Thadagŭn 
into bits – so that there was nothing left of her but her ‘ghost’ and 
her mūng (magic) which was very strong before was not much now, 
because the thunder had smashed it up into little bits also.

Perhaps this song is in the words of Mombulark and/or Thadagŭn whose 
camp was attacked by an earthquake that was created by the echidna?

The analysis of this song was discussed with some elders of the Wurundjeri 
community in November 2021 and that discussion led to adjustments to 
the analysis presented in example (3.48). As with other analyses in this 
volume, the interpretation of this song will certainly benefit from further 
discussions with community members in the future.

(3.48) Twarde kan noo toombi, jewa-to-

dwadji gan-u dhumb-i djewa-d(h)u-

enough that-abl speak-imp ?

me-me-jet Wanellima

me-me-djet wan-yelim-a

everything ?-house-case?
‘Enough of that, speaking about everything in their camp.’

71	  The full story can be read at Fison and Howitt Archive, hw0391/29, accessed 30 November 2021, 
howittandfison.org/document/hw0391/29. We are grateful to Ian Clark for pointing this out.

http://howittandfison.org/document/hw0391/29
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i i i inigjak barra milla brinbolene wonto

i i i ngidjak barra milla brinbiyal-iny wuindhu

excl neg? stop ? rainbow-? noise
‘Eh Eh Eh, (why) does that noise not stop, (made by?) Brinbiyal, 
the rainbow …’ 

ngiar-grroen bel-bel targel-booel-beek karwen mall

ngiyarr-grrun bial-bial dha(rr)gal-buyal-biik gawarn mal

onom? red-gum-redupl box tree?-?-ground thunder ?
‘Ngiyarr, the red gums and the box trees and the ground are 
thundering …’

Notes
As mentioned above in relation to the dictated message in section 3.7.3, the 
word twarde may mean ‘enough’. It clearly has some kind of grammatical 
function. It is found in the sentence Jelbadin twarde boop torong mirramtak 
‘I killed a male kangaroo’ (Green in Smyth 1878, 2: 112).

Green wrote down kanano with the meaning ‘that one’ (Smyth 1878, 2: 
114), and Kon-nooe ‘that’ (Smyth 1878, 2: 114), from which we assume 
a root like ganu-.

Thomas wrote down the word for ‘everything’ as mee-me-get.

Green wrote down ‘their house’ as Jew do wal ellim in a section headed 
‘Yarra Tribe’ (Smyth 1878, 2: 108–15). Although most of the sources for 
Woiwurrung give the word for ‘camp’ or ‘house’ as wilam, Green writes ellim 
that we regularise as yilam, which is the form recorded for Thagungwurrung 
(Taungurung). We suggest that the phrase jewa-to-me-me-jet Wanellima 
might mean something like ‘everything in their camp’.

The word brinbolene does appear to be similar to the word for rainbow, 
written down by Thomas as brin-beal. Thomas (SLNSW, MLMSS 214, 
Volume 21 Item 07, p. 15) wrote the following:72

72	  We are grateful to Andrew Tanner for pointing this out.
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Thunder and lightning they say never occurs but when Binbeal 
(rainbow) is sulky, this is another one of their minor deities, the 
clouds and elements above are under his charge and he will be 
obeyed, he silenced all the elements, & made the sun stand before 
him, he has a lubra who always accompanies him.

If Brinbiyal (rainbow) controls the thunder, and if the word for ‘thunder’, 
also referring to an echidna (see below), appears on the last line, then it 
would be appropriate for Brinbiyal to be mentioned in this song, though 
we might have expected Green to mention this in the translation.

The word for noise is given as wooin-thdo in Barry (1867).

The word bial ‘red gum’ is clearly present as bel bel.

The word targel has been regularised as dha(rr)gal and seems to be related to 
dhagurn recorded by R.H. Mathews for ‘yellow box’ (NLA MS 8006/5/3). 
Thomas gives tar-gan as ‘box tree’.

The word spelled karwen may be gawarn, which means ‘echidna’. As Ethel 
Shaw noted, the native name of the echidna means ‘thunder’.73

3.9 Burial ceremonies

3.9.1 Boonwurrung burial customs as recorded 
by Robinson
George Augustus Robinson (SLNSW A 7086 part 4, pp. 33–40) includes 
a section headed ‘Boonwerong burial of the dead’. This was transcribed 
by Clark (2002: 244). This text is presented here as Box 3.62. It includes 
a short cry, transcribed by Robinson as ha-ha-ha that was uttered by the 
We‑weep, the doctor (also spelled wirrrarrap, see section 3.1.3.1).

The text of this description of the burial customs also includes the name 
of the funeral cry, barun.bun.dul.go.dje. We presume that the ha-ha-ha 
mentioned in this text is an example of barun.bun.dul.go.dje, but we do not 
know whether the different types of lament discussed in section 3.4.8 are 
examples of this.

73	  We are grateful to Auntie Joy Wandin for pointing out an error in the analysis of this word in a draft 
version of this book.
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Box 3.62: Boonwerong burial of the dead

In bur[y]ing the dead the grave is dug ranging SE and NW and not E and W. as sun 
rises. The head lays SE ward or to use the simple words of Benbow lays in the direction 
where the big ship comes from, for it is to lie in that direction ie. to the white men 
country the spirit flies after death.
Formerly they put their dead in trees and burnt them but since white men came they 
bury them because white men no like them in trees or burnt.
When the grave is dug and the corpse interred the native men all sit round the grave in 
silence watching, one man named [blank] sits at the foot in a recumbent posture, then 
one makes a noise as ha__ ha__ ha__, called we.weep. They watch for a small hole 
being made over the chest, it is very minute, as though made by wind, small sound 
like a puff of air it matters not how small, this is sufficient, a grub or insect does not 
come out (as said by some) at least it is never seen, they imagine it a spirit in shape 
of small fly but it leaves particulars of invisible, the [blank] then takes small twig and 
puts into the hole and the direction it points to (ie. Goulburn most frequently) are the 
people who have killed the deceased, subsequently a party is made up and the death 
is avenged on the first met. When the spirit flies off a fient puff is only heard, the puff 
is called win.deen, and put in stick dare.re.muk. After a man dies, the widow goes to 
her brother who gives her to a man friend of another tribe, never cousin in law. They 
expressed great abhorrence when asked if the wife went to the husband’s brother. 
Grass is always cleared off the grave, funeral cry is called barm.bun.dul.god.je.

Source: Robinson, in Clark (2002: 244); adapted by authors.

Robinson also describes a funeral on Tuesday 10 December 1839 
(Clark 1998, 1: 107).

3.9.2 Cries in burial ceremonies in ‘southern 
Victoria’ as reported in Smyth
In a detailed description of a burial ceremony relating to the ‘southern 
tribes’ of Victoria, Smyth (1878, 1: 104) mentions that at the time of the 
body being lowered into the grave ‘the sorcerer cries aloud “Koor-re-koor!” 
He cries “Blood for blood!” or “Life for life!”’ This cry is clearly based on 
the word gurrk ‘blood’.
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3.10 Initiation ceremonies
Not much information about songs in initiation ceremonies has been 
recorded. Thomas, in Bride (1898: 99), also quoted in Howitt (1904: 612), 
describes the ceremony of Tib-but, in which young males have their hair cut, 
are dressed in a particular way and go around the camp calling out Tib-bo-bo-
but. The full description of this ceremony is given in Bride (1898: 99), and 
also in the manuscript version,74 which is reproduced below as Box 3.63.

The only language recorded for this ceremony is the repetition of the Tib-
bo-bo-bo-bot or Tib-bo-bo-bo-bo-bot, where it seems that the middle syllable 
bo of this word could be repeated multiple times. R.H. Mathews spelled the 
name of this ceremony as Thibbarook in an offprint in the National Library 
of Australia (NLA MS 8006/8/448). This suggests that a regularisation of 
this name may be dhibarruk. The name is likely related to the Dyibbau 
ceremony of the Dhudhuroa (see section 10.2) and the Tyibbauga of the 
Yorta Yorta (see section 9.6).75

Box 3.63: Tib-but, Male’s coming of age

Tib-bo-ut – Ceremony when males are arrived at maturity – This is a 
most beastly custom, – the young men have all their hair cut close 
from their heads save a narrow streak from the pole of the neck to 
their forheads (thus [here a small drawing is placed]) which gives 
them a rawbone appearance, this is performed by a married man of 
influence is first act with the [sciyers??] (formally with white flint) 
then scraped with glass, or shaved with a razor, the head is then 
daubed over with clay, the streak of hair rising up amidst the clay 
which gives the youth a still more hideous appearance, strips of old 
rags strings slips of opposum skins old rope & all variety of stripes 
with which a fringed apron gurdles his body all round flapping 
round his seat (bottom) daubed over face & body with mostly daubs 
of clay, mud charcoal powder in fact every [mess??], to add to his 
beastly appearance, he is not allowed to have blankets to cover him 
or anything else

79
Ceremony of
Male Aborigs
Coming of age
Tib-bo-but

night

74	  The photographs of these pages on the State Library of NSW website are numbered c009900086h 
to c009900088h, available at archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/archive/110372954 (accessed 18 July 2018).
75	  We are grateful to Harley Dunolly-Lee for pointing this out.

http://archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/archive/110372954
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80
Tib-bo-but

night or day (and it is generally winter season selected for this purpose, 
he goes thro the encampment day and night calling out Tib-bo-bo-bo-
bot he has a binnek (basket) under his arm which contains all the filth 
he can pick up not omitting soil human or animal in this prowling he 
goes too & fro night and day thro the Encampment – he is not molested 
by any one – he frightens & bedaubs all he meet with some of his beastly 
waist in his basket, but must not touch any in their miams, or lubras on 
their way getting water, but in every other case he is at liberty to annoy 
or frighten all he meets the children are awfully frightened at him & will 
fly to their miams screaming to their parents, he must however when 
he is on the more continualy cry out Tib-bo-bo-bo-bo-bot which is the 
only warning the poor creatures have to escape from him, I have been 
often struck at the fear created by Tib-bout, tho the Encampt knew 
what & who he is (& I think there must be more in the meaning that I am 
acquainted with) when his days of prob

tion
tion are over which lasts no small time till the appearance of hair 
begins to shew this the mirky day clay pate – when he is washed & 
the females stripe his face with certain charcoal streaks mingled 
with weerip (red ochre) & dance before him, his days of probation are 
over, & he is cart blanch to get or steal a lubra.

81
Tib-bo-ut

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 03 Item 01, pp. 79–81, starting at SLNSW_
FL827856.jpg; adapted by authors.

R.H. Mathews also wrote extensively about the Wonga ceremony, the term 
related to that used for initiation in both Yorta Yorta (see section 9.6) and 
Dhudhuroa (see section 10.1). In NLA MS 8006/5/8, p. 6, there is a statement 
that ‘Wm Bêrak says Wong-gûm-dhak for a made man’. We presume that this 
is a term also used in Eastern Kulin languages for an initiated boy, but we do 
not know if a term like Wonga was used to describe the ceremony.

Howitt (1904: 700) names the boys’ initiation ceremony of the Wurundjeri 
as Talangun. We do not know how this relates to the other ceremonies here 
described.

Girls’ initiation ceremonies were generally less well described, and perhaps less 
elaborate, than those of boys’. For example, in Smyth (1878, 1: 61), there is 
a description of a coming of age ceremony for young girls, the Mur-rum Tur-
uk-ur-uk, probably from Eastern Kulin, probably recorded by Thomas. This 
ceremony included the throwing of twigs at the young girl by young men, 
after which the older women carefully gathered all of those twigs and:

making a hole, bury them deeply in the ground. They are careful 
not to leave a single stick: each must be gathered and buried. This is 
done to prevent the sorcerers from taking away the girl’s kidney-fat 
(marmbula).

No songs or cries from this ceremony have been recorded.
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